
851 
UNIVERSITY D'OTTAWA - ECOLE DES GRADUES 

BIOGRAPHY IN THEORY AND PRACTICE AS 
SEEN IN THE WORKS OF MRCHETTE CHUTE 

by Patrick Joseph Griffin 

Thesis submitted to the Faculty 
of Arts of the University of" 
Ottawa in partial fulfilment 
of the requirements for the 
degree of Master of Arts. 

Jj,muor, 

I /*sr&N 

0 LIBRARIES » 

Vs ,y oi *f 

Ottawa, Canada, 1962. 

UNIVERSITY OF OTTAWA - SCHOOL OF GRADUATE STUDIES 



UMI Number: EC55753 

INFORMATION TO USERS 

The quality of this reproduction is dependent upon the quality of the copy 

submitted. Broken or indistinct print, colored or poor quality illustrations 

and photographs, print bleed-through, substandard margins, and improper 

alignment can adversely affect reproduction. 

In the unlikely event that the author did not send a complete manuscript 

and there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if unauthorized 

copyright material had to be removed, a note will indicate the deletion. 

® 

UMI 
UMI Microform EC55753 

Copyright 2011 by ProQuest LLC 
All rights reserved. This microform edition is protected against 

unauthorized copying under Title 17, United States Code. 

ProQuest LLC 
789 East Eisenhower Parkway 

P.O. Box 1346 
Ann Arbor, Ml 48106-1346 



UNIVERSITE D'OTTAWA - ECOLE DES GRADUES 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT 

This thesis was prepared under the guidance of 

Dr- Emmett 0'Grady, Chairman of the Department of English. 

Gratitude is here expressed for his interest and help. 

UNIVERSITY OF OTTAWA SCHOOL OF GRADUATE STUDIES 



UNIVERSITE D'OTTAWA - ECOLE DES GRADUES 

CURRICULUM STUDIORUM 

NAME: Patrick Joseph Griffin 

BORN: June 2li, 1931, Alma, Quebec, Canada. 

B.A. University of Ottawa, October, 1959. 

UNIVERSITY OF OTTAWA SCHOOL OF GRADUATE STUDIES 



UNIVERSITE D'OTTAWA « ECOLE DES GRADUES 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Chapter Page 

INTRODUCTION V 

1. THE THEORY OF BIOGRAPHY 1 

2. KARCHETTE CHUTE'S THEORY OF BIOGRAPHY 13 

3. THE PRACTICE OF BIOGRAPHY 35 

4. i:jQ.c:nrzK CHUTE'S PRACTICE OF BIOGRAPHY 48 

5. EVALUATION 69 

CONCLUSION 83 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 86 

ABSTRACT 

UNIVERSITY OF OTTAWA - SCHOOL OF GRADUATE STUDIES 



UNIVERSITE D'OTTAWA -- ECOLE DES GRADUES 

INTRODUCTION 

Marchette Chute is a contemporary American writer of biography, 

as well as of stories for young people and small children. This study 

is concerned only with those biographies of Miss Chute that portray 

the lives of English writers: Geoffrey Chaucer of England, Shakespeare 

of London, Ben Jonson of Westminster, and Ttro Gentle Men. Marchette 

Chute has written a biography of Christ, entitled Jesus of Israel, but 

this work has not been included in the present study. 

Marchette Chute's biographies are best described as popular 

biographies. They are not primarily intended for scholars but for the 

ordinary reader who is interested in things literary. Nevertheless, 

they are authoritative documents of no small literary merit and they 

have attracted the attention and won the approval of such competent 

critics as G.B. Harrison, J.B. Priestley and Mark Van Doren. 

Work of such reputation is worthy of close examination. The 

purpose of this study is to examine the biographies of Marchette Chute 

with a view towards ascertaining their scholarly and artistic value. 

There is available a number of articles in which Miss Chute has exposed 

her views about biography. These articles amount to a theory of 

biography and are of significant use in reaching a conclusion about her 

biographies. 

One cannot evaluate without a standard. The theory of biography 

that was found most plausible is that one developed by Harold Nicolson 

in his book The Development of English Biography J- It is this theory of 

1 Harold Nicolson, The Development of English Biography, London, 
Hogarth, 1927, 15"8 p. 
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biography, then, that is the standard upon which an evaluation of the 

theory and practice of Marchette Chute's biography is based. Similarly, 

one should have an overall picture of activity in the genre of his 

interest if he is to see properly the work of one of its practitioners. 

Things emerge more clearly by contrast. It is with this in mind that a 

chapter of this work is devoted to the practice of biography, to the 

various forms that biography has taken in the history of its development. 

UNIVERSITY OF OTTAWA - SCHOOL OF GRADUATE STUDIES 



UNIVERSITE D'OTTAWA - ECOLE DES GRADUES 

CHAPTER ONE 

THE THEORY OF BIOGRAPHY 

On the front cover of the June, 1787, issue of the Gentleman's 

Magag-ine there appeared the following advertisement: 

The Publick is respectfully informed, that Mr. Boswell's Life 
of Dr. Johnson is in great Forwardness. The reason of it having 
been delayed is, that some other Publications on that Subject were 
premised, from which he expected to obtain much Information, in 
Addition to the large Store of Materials which he had already 
accumulated. These Works have now made their Appearance; and, 
though disappointed in that Expectation, he does not regret the 
Deliberation with which he has proceeded, as very few Circumstances 
relative to the History of Dr. Johnson's private Life, Writings, 
or Conversation have been told with that authentic Precision which 
alone cai render Biography valuable. To correct these erroneous 
Accounts will be one of his principal Objects: and on revie^nng 
his Materials, he is happy to find that he has Documents in his 
Possession which will enable him to do Justice to the Character 
of his Illustrious Friend. He trusts that, in the mean Time, the 
Publick will not permit unfavourable Impressions to be made in 
their Minds, whether by the Light Effusions of Carelessness and 
Pique, or the ponderous Labours of solemn Inaccuracy and dark 
uncharitable Conjecture.-1-

Boswell's Life of Johnson is generally regarded as the greatest biography 

in the English language. There are many ways in :rhich biography may be 

written. Nevertheless, a biography is essentially a written record of 

a man's life. The advertisement is valuable because it is the expression 

of Boswell's ideals as a biographer. For Boswell, the keynote of 

biographical writing should be faithfulness to the truth. The adver­

tisement speaks of "that authentic Precision which alone can render 

BiograTJhy valuable" and "the ponderous Labours of solemn Tnacciiracy and 

dark uncharitable Conjecture" and states that "to correct these 

1 Advertisement, in Gentleman's Magazine, issue of June, 1787, 
quoted by Chauncey B. Tinker in Introduction, in Life of Johnson, by 
James Boswell, London, Oxford, 1933, p. ix. 
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erroneous Accounts (i.e. of other biographers of Johnson) will be one 

of his principal objects." In such statements as these, Boswell is at 

the core of what biography really is, and much of the so-called biography 

that was written before and after his time failed simply because it lost 

sight of this fact. This is not to say that accuracy is the only 

standard by which biography is to be judged. Obviously, good biography 

must be more than a listing of facts about a man's life. But of all 

the qualities that make for good biography, accuracy is the basic one. 

Harold Nicolson puts it this way: 

The primary essential is that of historical truth, by which is 
meant not the avoidance of misstatements, but the wider veracity 
of complete and accurate portraiture.2 

Nicolson also underscores the chief defect of biographers. 

The suppression or evasion of the absolute truth is in fact the 
common error of biographers, who seek to palliate their deficiency 
by an appeal to irrelevant considerations such as "loyalty", 
"reverence", and "discretion".3 

The Oxford Dictionary defines biography: "The history of the 

lives of individual men, as a branch of literature." As Harold 

Nicolson^ points out, there are three essential elements in this 

definition: "history", "individual", and "literature". The 'history' 

element indicates that a biography must be accurate and also that it 

2 Harold Nicolson, The Development of English Biography, London, 
Hogarth, 1927, pp. 10-11. 

3 Ibid., p. 11. 

k Ibid., pp. 7-8. 
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must deal with its subject in relation to his time. The 'individual1 

element suggests that the biographer must capture the humanity and 

distinctiveness of his subject. The biographer is not writing about a 

type or a figure; he is not attempting to describe a paragon of either 

virtue or vice. Rather, he is concerned with the individual as such. 

The 'literature' element refers to the style of the biography. This is 

what differentiates biography from such 'curiosity' pieces as diaries, 

journals and confessions. Nicolson outlines the difference between 

"real" biography and biographical material which appeals only to the 

reader's curiosity: 

The "pure" biography should stimulate a far deeper response. 
Curiosity will, of course, be both awakened and allayed; but 
this is incidental; the essential response will be something 
more complex even than acute psychological interest: sympathy 
and pity will be stimulated, intricate associations will be 
evoked - those "parallel circumstances and kindred images" ^ 
to which, as Dr- Johnson saw, "we readily conform our minds."-3 

The "pure" biography has this impact on the reader: 

There must be a consciousness of creation, a conviction that 
some creative mind has selected and composed these facts 
in such a manner as to give them a convincing interpretation; , 
that in a word, the given biography is a work of intelligence. 

A biography, therefore, tells the story of a man's life 

accurately, with a feeling for him as an individual, and in a style 

that conveys this feeling to the reader. What, then, are the resources 

a biographer must have on hand if he is to produce a good biography? 

First, what does the biographer need in order to give an accurate 

5" Ibid., p. 13 

6 Idem. 
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account of a man's life? Obviously, he must know his man and it is here 

that the contemporary biographer has the distinct advantage. Whereas 

the non-contemporary biographer can know his subject only with the aid 

of docum ents, the contemporary biographer, along with the aid of 

documents, has the advantage of knowing his subject by actual physical 

contact. Personal acquaintance with his subject will substitute for a 

great deal of digging into records, but not for a n of it. Written 

material about the subject is still a major tool in the biographer's 

hands. The biographer must have at his disposal a large store of 

materials if he hopes to give a detailed and true account of his subject. 

Great pains must be taken to sift out the false and irrelevant, to weigh 

one bit of evidence against another so that the truth of the biographer's 

statements is assured. 

Not only is it necessary that the biographer picture his man. 

He must place him against the background in which he actually moved. No 

man moves in a vacuum. John A. Garraty is concerned about this aspect 

of the biographer's task: 

One cannot segregate an individual from his surroundings and 
study him, as one can analyse an unknown chemical in a test 
tube. Men interact with other men, and they are influenced 
by vague but vital social, cultural and economic forces in 
their environment. To tell the story of any man one must say 
something about the stage on which he acts out the drama of 
his life. Biographers call this kind of material "background" 
and there have been great variations in the amounts of it which 
they have employed.' 

7 John A. Garraty, The Nature of Biography, New York, Knopf, 
1951, PP. 3-1*. 
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And t h i s background must be pictured accurately, for inaccuracy here 

wi l l r e f l ec t unfavourably upon the man. This cannot be avoided for 

there i s a t a l l times an "age-person" re la t ionship and interdependence, 

and a mis-focusing on one brings about the same effect on the o ther . 

The biographer i s primari ly a h i s to r i an and he must bring to h i s work 

the basic quali ty of that science - accuracy. 

But although biography has i t s s i m i l a r i t i e s to h is tory i t i s 

more than h i s t o r y . The second qual i ty the wri ter of biography must 

aim a t i s the representation of the sub jec t ' s ind iv idua l i ty . Garraty 

alludes to t h i s pa r t of the biographer 's job: 

The biographer must not deal only with the facts of h i s sub jec t ' s 
career, with what he did, why he did i t , and how he influenced 
h i s times and was in turn influenced by them. He must also 
describe the man himself, h i s personal i ty and character , h i s 
ind iv idua l i ty . This aspect of biography i s of fundamental 
importance; indeed i t explains the enduring popularity of the 
biographical form. For people are in teres ted primari ly in 
people. They have never-had to be persuaded "that "the proper 
study of mankind i s man." And the convincing descr ipt ion of 
personal i ty involves problems d i s t i n c t from the accurate 
descr ipt ion of f a c t s . I t i s t h i s which makes the writ ing of 
biography a technique apart from tha t of h i s to ry . 

How i s the biographer to get a t t h i s personal i ty? I t i s a problem, 

and an acute one. Garraty s t a t e s i t thus: 

At the hear t of the matter i s the fact tha t in describing 
personal i ty , the biographer i s dealing with qua l i t i e s tha t 
defy absolute analysis ( . . . ) • Absolute cer ta in ty in i n t e r ­
pre t ing character i s something that even the psychologist 
does not claim to achieve* 

8 I b i d . , pp. 8-9-

9 I b i d . , p . 11 . 
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Of particular difficulty in attempting to get at a subject's individual­

ity is the description of such aspects of personality as motives and 

feelings, for in doing this the biographer is dealing with matters of 

opinion. Garraty illustrates. 

The records (•••) may indicate over and overagain that Mr- A. 
was egotistical, competitive and aggressive. Yet some will 
read from them that he was a self-confident extrovert and 
others that he was a timid soul "compensating" for some feeling 
of inferiority. None can say with complete assurance that his 
view of Mr. A. is correct. 

And there is great danger that the particular interpretation placed on 

the facts will be coloured by the biographer's bias, - if he likes his 

subject he will interpret facts in favour of him; if he dislikes him 

he will tend to make unfavourable conclusions. 

There is another way, also, in which the biographer may 

satisfy his biases: by selecting from the welter of information available 

only those facts and incidents which are in keeping with his purpose. 

When applied to the description of personality this unscrupulous 

selection of evidence can be very effective. Garraty points out the 

case of Andrew Carnegie. 

Little is known about the great steel baron's early career 
aside from what he himself wrote of it in his Autobiography. 
But his biographers, by selecting only part of what he said 
about himself and modifying the facts they pickLout, have 
produced radically different images of the man. 

10 I b i d . , p . 12. 

11 I b i d . , p . 14. 
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Cases of t h i s type can be m u l t i p l i e d . They a l l prove the need f o r a 

s i n c e r e approach to informat ion about the s u b j e c t ' s l i f e on the p a r t of 

the b i o g r a p h e r . They a l so p o i n t to the n e c e s s i t y of the b iographer of 

having a more than s u p e r f i c i a l knowledge of empi r i ca l psychology. With 

t he se two q u a l i t i e s : a wish and at tempt to see the man as he r e a l l y 

was; a deep knowledge of human psychology, the b iographer w i l l be a b l e , 

for the most p a r t , t o give u s some i d e a a t l e a s t of h i s s u b j e c t ' s 

p e r s o n a l i t y . 

John A. Garra ty i n a chap te r e n t i t l e d "The Problem of Person­

a l i t y " i n d i c a t e s some of the means the b iographer has a t h i s d i s p o s a l 

f o r c a p t u r i n g the p e r s o n a l i t y of h i s s u b j e c t . " F i r s t , t h e r e a re the 

12 
s u b j e c t ' s own i n t r o s p e c t i v e o b s e r v a t i o n s . " "A second source of 

13 
informat ion of t h i s type c o n s i s t s of the comments of con tempora r i e s . " 

"Another, equa l ly d i r e c t , approach i s by way of the s u b j e c t ' s s p e c i f i c 

14 a c t i o n s . " These a re the t r a d i t i o n a l means; they are u se fu l to a 

p o i n t . Garra ty p u t s i t t h i s way: 

T r a d i t i o n a l methods of s tudying h i s t o r i c a l p e r s o n a l i t i e s 
a re wholly s a t i s f a c t o r y only i n so f a r as they r e l a t e to 
f a c t s and s p e c i f i c a c t i o n s . Where motives and the i n t e r n a l 
dynamics of p e r s o n a l i t y are concerned, they can provide 
only i m p r e s s i o n i s t i c answers to the s t u d e n t s ' q u e s t i o n s . 
Other t echn iques are u r g e n t l y needed. 5 

12 I b i d . , p . 216. 

13 Idem. 

14 Idem. 

15 I b i d . , p . 218. 
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These other techniques that Garraty goes on to suggest as useful can be 

braced within the term "psychological means"-

Many techniques being used by psychologists in their studies 
of living persons could be borrowed by biographers for a more 
revealing dissection of personal documents.•"> 

Examples of such techniques are: handwriting study and analysis, the 

mechanical analysis of elements and ideas used in a person's writing, 

17 
the measuring of tension as expressed in personal documents. 

Psychologists have come a long way in fields such as these and the 

biographer does well to examine the possibilities of such methods to­

wards enabling him to make valid conclusions about his subject's 

personality. 

Now what of the question of style in biography? By definition, 

biography is a branch of literature. To what extent is biography 

literature? The answer to these questions, indeed, the whole problem 

of the extent to which biography is literature, can only be determined 

if one has a definite concept of what literature is. 

We may speak of literature in two senses. There is, first of 

all, a wide sense in which literature may be defined: "the written 

or printed productions of the human mind collectively; especially such 

productions as are marked by elevation, vigor, and catholicity of 

thought, by fitness, purity, and grace of style, and by artistic con-

18 
structions." It is in this sense that a biographical work may be 

literature. In other words, if a biography measures up to this 

16 Ibid.. p. 219-

17 Ibid., p. 219-238. 

18 New Standard D ic t i ona ry of the Engl i sh Language, Funk and 
•.•/agnails, 1960, p . 1446. 
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definition or similar definitions, it is said to belong to the body of 

literature. Garraty emphasizes the importance of this artistic element 

of biography: 

All biographies must be historical and scientific in that they 
aim at truth and depend upon verifiable evidence. At the same 
time they must be imaginative and artistic because insight and 
felicity of expression are essential if the full three-dimensioned 
truth is to be transferred to the flat surface of a printed page.19 

The second sense in which the word literature may be taken is as 

a fine art. Obviously, this is a more restricted meaning of the word. 

A piece of literature in this sense may be defined as the expression in 

words of a man's significant reaction to reality. Literature, here, is 

not the communication or expression of reality and therefore biography 

is foreign to it by the very fact that it is concerned with the repre­

sentation of the actual- Virginia Woolf offers some valuable insight 

into this fact when she writes of the difference between biography and 

fiction: 

(...) The art of biography is the most restricted of all the 
arts. He (i.e. the biographer) has his proof ready at hand. 
Here it is in the preface in which Smith, -who has written the 
life of Jones, takes the opportunity of thanking old friends 
who have lent letters, and "last but not least" Mrs Jones, the 
widow, for that help "without which", as he puts it, "this 
biography could not have been written." Now the novelist, he 
points out, simply says in his forward, "Every character in 
this book is fictitious." The novelist is free; the biographer 
is tied.20 

Therefore, -when we speak of biography as literature we have in 

mind the more extended sense of the word literature • ,7e are speaking 

19 John A. Garraty, Op. cit., p. 28. 

20 Virginia Woolf, "The Art of Biography", in The Death of the 
Moth and Other Essays, New York, Harcourt Brace, 1942, p. 120. 
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of craft rather than of creative art. The good biography will be 

characterized by a certain elevation and grace of style, a certain 

excellence and felicity of expression, and above all, an appropriateness 

of manner to matter. Harold Nicolson has this to say about this aspect 

of biography: 

(...) The intelligent reader also demands literary form. He 
asks that the details 'which are given him should be based on 
that "certainty of knowledge which not only excludes mistakes 
but fortifies veracity"; he asks for more and more of these 
details; and yet he insists that the mass of material be 
presented in a readable form.21 

The ability to write in a good style, of course, is a basic 

necessity for any professional writer and it might seem that the stress 

that is being placed here on the necessity for good style in biography 

is unnecessary. But sometimes the obvious must be explained and in 

this case it seems necessary to say that this good style will spring 

from an enthusiasm and even an affection on the part of the biographer 

for his subject. Chauncey B. Tinker says: "The biographer must have a 

22 
certain affection for the character who is the subject of his pages." 

If this affection is there and the biographer has mastered the tech­

niques that first make him a good writer, there is every chance that 

the biography will be a successful one at least from the literary 

standpoint. 

What has been said about the reason for the attraction biography 

has for people, is useful in analysing the biographer's need to love 

21 Harold Nicolson, Op. cit., p. 142. 

22 Chauncey B. Tinker, Introduction, in Life of Johnson, by 
James Boswell, p. xii-
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his subject. About the reasons for the popularity of biography, Nicolson 

save this: 

The very real pleasure vjhich the intelligent reader to-day derives 
from biography, proceeds in general from no very active e.ner0y of 
thought; the responses s.rr stirred by languid processes of identi­
fication and comparison. He identifies himself with certain 
characters in a biography, and he compares his own feelings and 
experiences with theirs. This process, as Lord Oxford has 
remarked, is very pleasurable. "It brings comfort, it enlarges 
sympathy, it expells selfishness, it quickens aspiration."^ 

And just as the reader's pleasure is heightened by this identification 

with the hero, so the effectiveness of tire biographer is increased by 

this same kind of fellow-feeling. 

Having attempted to get at the nature of biography it may be 

now a propos to devote a few paragraphs to the importance of biography 

and to the contribution it has to make. Virginia V'oolf mentions two 

large contributions of good biogrsphy. One is therapeutic: 

(...) We are incapable of living wholly in the intense world of 
the imagination. The imagination is a faculty that soon tires 
and needs rest and refreshment. But for a tired imagination the 
proper food is not inferior poetry or minor fiction, - indeed 
they blunt and debauch it, - but sober fact, that "authentic 
information" from which, as Lytton Strachey has shown us, good 
biography is made-.24 

Biography's second contribution is more significant: 

By telling us the true facts, by sifting the little from the 
big, and shaping the whole so that we perceive the outline, 
the biographer docs more to stimulate the imagination than 
any poet or novelist save the very greatest. For few poets 
and novelists are capable of that degree of tension which 
givesus reality. But almost any biographer, if he respects 
facts, can give us much more than another fact to add to our 

23 Harold Nicolson, Op. cit., p. 141. 

24 Virginia Woolf, Op. cit., p. 125. 
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collection. He can give us the creative fact; the fertile fact; 
the fact that suggests and engenders. Of this, too, there is 
certain proof. For how often, when a biography is read and 
tossed aside, some scene remains bright, some figure lives on 
in the depths of the mind, and causes us, when we read a poem 
or a novel, to feel a start of recognition, as if we remembered 
something that we had known before. 5 

Biography, therefore, is valuable not only because it is 

interesting. It is that. But it is more. It has a function beyond 

merely recording interesting information about important people in order 

to entertain us. Nor is it creative art. Its place is somewhere 

between the purely ephemeral and the purely artistic and tending in 

the direction of the latter. 

25 Ibid., p. 126. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

MARCHETTE CHUTE'S THEORY OF BIOGRAPHY 

Marchet te Chute has made the s t a t emen t : "I was appa ren t l y 

in tended by n a t u r e to be a b iog raphe r - " That she has f u l f i l l e d n a t u r e ' s 

des ign f o r h e r s e l f i s amply shown by an examination of the b i o g r a p h i e s 

she has w r i t t e n , &nd t h i s s h a l l be the work of a succeeding c h a p t e r . The 

purpose i n the p r e s e n t chap te r i s t o a t tempt to a s c e r t a i n Miss Chu te ' s 

t h e o r i e s r e g a l i n g he r own p r o f e s s i o n , the w r i t i n g of b iography . 

Marchet te Chute has no t formal ly s e t down a theory of b iography: 

t h e r e i s no one work i n which one can f i n d , n e a t l y packaged, h e r concept 

of what biography ought to b e . But she has w r i t t e n numerous a r t i c l e s i n 

j o u r n a l s and magazines i n which i t can be seen t h a t she has c e r t a i n 

d e f i n i t e i dea s about h e r a r t . Most h e l p f u l a l so towards a r e a l i z a t i o n 

and unders tand ing of Miss Chute ' s t h e o r i e s about biography a r e : t he 

Forward of Shakespeare of London, and an appendix e n t i t l e d "Wal ton 's 

Biography of Herber t " i n Two Gent le Men. 

Miss Chute de f ines a b iography: " the l i f e s t o r y of a r e a l 

2 
p e r s o n . " The d e f i n i t i o n appears so simple as to r e q u i r e no e x p l a n a t i o n . 

I t i s p l a i n and seems very obv ious . But i t s t a t e s some c a r d i n a l elements 

i n i t s a u t h o r ' s concept of the na tu re of b iography . In c a l l i n g b i o ­

graphy a l i f e s t o r y , Miss Chute p o i n t s to the element of the h i s t o r i c a l 

t h a t has p r e v i o u s l y been noted i n t h i s work as be ing e s s e n t i a l to the 

1 Marchet te Chute, "America 's F i n e s t L ibra ry" i n Hol iday , Vol .23 , 
i ssue of March, 1958, p . 4 9 . 

2 Marchet te Chute, "Biographies Bring New Companions" i n The 
Wonderful World of Books, ed . by Alfred S t e f f e rud , Boston, Houghton 
M i f f l i n , 1953, p . 5 0 . 
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form. The phrase "of a real person", seen in the light of other of 

Kiss Chute's statements, is a pregnant one indeed, for it includes quite 

handily two basic notes of good biography: faithfulness to the facts, 

and the picturing of the personality of the subject. As such, therefore, 

the definition is consonant with Harold Nicolson's theory of biography. 

The third element that Nicolson believes necessary for pure biography is 

that it be artistic. And elsewhere in her theorizing about her life 

work, Marchette Chute leaves no doubt that she acknowledges the necessity 

that biography be artistic. 

Before attempting to develop Marchette Chute's theories about 

biography it would be helpful to examine some of the ideas and facts she 

has stated about writing and books in general. It is amazing (and there 

is no better word to describe it) to note the time and effort that have 

gone into the writing of the Chute biographies. A few statistics can be 

mentioned in passing that establish this fact more effectively than any 

adjective. For Shakespeare of London she "handled, perhaps, ten thousand 

3 
books and articles." Two Gentle Men took fifty months to write, and 

4 
three months were spent in compiling the index. Such efforts demand an 

extraordinary sense of dedication to the job, and one might wonder how 

such rare qualities are developed in an individual. 

In Marchette Chute's case, there seem to be two factors that have 

gone into making her the tireless and meticulous craftsmaster she is. 

3 Marchette Chute, "From 'Bad Risk' to Best Seller" in Library 
Journal, Vol. 76, issue of Oct. 1, If51, p. 1^£7. 

4 Marchette Chute, "How a Book Grows" in Library Journal, Vol. 84, 
issue of Sept. 1, 1959, p. 2432. 
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One is environmental-

My sisters and I were always made to feel that the job was worth 
doing for its own sake, and that the amount of time and labor 
that had to be expended on it was irrelevant; and I think that 
is one reason why all three of us turned out to be professional 
writers.^ 

The other and more immediate factor is her great love of books, 

and reading, and libraries. In addresses to teachers and in articles 

in library magazines Miss Chute has emphasized the importance of these 

institutions and the tone of her messages leaves no doubt about her own 

attitude towards them. She has said, for example: 

The child who has acquired this habit of omnivorous, delighted 
reading is no problem to his English teacher. If he enters 
high school, looking on books with a greedy, hopeful eye, the 
teacher can settle back and enjoy himself. Somehow the child 
has acquired the one great friendship for which nothing else 
can quite substitute.° 

About libraries, Miss Chute has made some significant statements too. 

Chaucer and Johnson would have gone wild with excitement in one 
of our modern libraries. The books are spread out - multitudes 
of them - and all of them are free.^ 

But probably the most significant is this one: 

(...) The chief reason I became a biographer was that it was 
such fun to roam through the Library's vast collections, and 
then, little by little, turn all the accumulated facts into 
the shape of a man. 

5 Marchette Chute, "From 'Bad Risk' to Best Seller", in Library 
Journal, p« 1488. 

6 Marchette Chute, "Lifetime Reading Habits", in Wilson Library 
Bulletin, Vol. 30, issue of April, 1956, p. 619. 

7 Marchette Chute, "Books Are the Opening of Windows", in 
Wilson Library Bulletin, Vol. 31, issue of Feb., 1957, p. 446. 

8 Marchette Chute, "America's Finest Library", in Holiday, 
p. 49-
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This last statement does not only indicate the importance of 

the library to Marchette Chute, l/hat is more important, it points to 

the reason why her bent for learning took the direction it did. For 

she might have chosen other fields in which her particular talents 

would have been put to satisfying and productive use. But she chose 

biography because she saw the challenge of shaping real people out of 

a mass of facts. The challenge is a real one, and a successful outcome 

after meeting it is gratifying for writer and reader alike. 

If it is good biography it brings its hero as vividly to life 
as if he were standing in the same room. If you met him in 
person you would probably not get more than a polite handshake, 
and a "How do you do?"; but in a biography you can find out all 
about him - what he did when he ..'as a small boy, the way he 
went about his work, the friends he made, even his taste in 
neckties. It is not so surprising that so many people like 
to read biographies, for they are a kind of window into a 
man's life: the better the biofrcpher the larger and clearer 
the window." 

But what qualities must the prospective biographer bring to 

his work if he is to make a large and clear window? This is no easy 

task. In an address to the American Library Association Book Workshop 

in Chicago, Miss Chute mentions the three qualities most necessary for 

the successful writer. They are love, patience, and faith. 

There must, first of all, be love of the work: a genuine 

interest, on the part of the writer, in writing for its own sake. 

If he is not in love with his job there is no reason whatever 
why he should have taken it up in the first place.11 

9 Marchette Chute, "Biographies rJring New 3omp anions", in The 
Wonderful World of Books, p. 50. 

10 Marchette Chute, "From 'Bad Risk' to Best Seller", in Library 
Journal, p. 1485. 

11 Idem. 
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Then t h e r e must be p a t i e n c e , the n a t u r a l outcome of the l o v e . The 

drudgery of r e sea rch demands i t . 

A man who i s d igg ing f o r bur ied t r e a s u r e w i l l no t complain 
about the amount of spade work he has to do , and n e i t h e r w i l l 
a w r i t e r who i s t r y i n g to ge t something t r a n s f e r r e d out of h i s 
head and on to paper .12 

But the most impor tan t q u a l i t y i s f a i t h . 

I t t ake s a long time to w r i t e a book. There i s a wide gap, 
sometimes of y e a r s , between the day when the book i s f i r s t 
conceived and the day when i t i s f i n a l l y f i n i s h e d , and the 
w r i t e r i s going to be tempted over and over aga in , t o t h ink 
he made a mistake i n s t a r t i n g the t h i n g a t a l l . The conv ic t ion 
t h a t i t w i l l t u rn out a l l r i g h t i n the end i s e s s e n t i a l equ ip ­
ment f o r a w r i t e r - as e s s e n t i a l as fo r a mother who i s 

b r i n g i n g up a c h i l d . A w r i t e r , l i k e a mother, has no g u a r a n t e e s , 
and s ince he cannot opera te on guaran tees he must opera te on 
f a i t h . 1 3 

Miss Chute i l l u s t r a t e s from her ov.n exper ience the need of the w r i t e r 

t o have t h i s q u a l i t y of f a i t h . She had es t imated i t would take h e r 

two y e a r s , working s i x days a week, to complete Shakespeare of London. 

At the end of the second year I had c o l l e c t e d a l a r g e ^ i l e of 
n o t e s about Shakespeare and h i s t imes b u t I had n o t h i n g t h a t 
could be turned i n t o a book. I d i d n ' t want to w r i t e a biography 
t h a t would be merely a c o l l e c t i o n of fragments arranged i n 
c o r r e c t c h r o n o l o 0 i c a l o rder with a l i t t l e l o c a l c o l o r thrown 
i n he re and the re to make th ings i n t e r e s t i n g . 1 ^ 

She t h e r e f o r e began a t h i r d year of r e sea rch i n the hope t h a t she would 

f ind some c lue t h a t would b r i n g order to the mass of f a c t s she had 

accumulated. F i n a l l y she saw where the t r o u b l e l a y : Shakespeare ' s 

contemporar ies had w r i t t e n ha rd ly anything about him; most of what 

12 Ibid., pp. 1485-1486. 

13 Ibid., p. 1486 

14 Idem. 
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had been written about Shakespeare had been written after the Restoration 

and was unreliable. 

They (i.e. the Restoration writers) had superimposed their own 
misconceptions on to the Elizabethan theatre and all subsequent 
biographies had echoed them. 

The only thing to do was to disentangle this alien growth 
and throw it away. It was a mass of confusion - of legend and 
conjecture rather than of fact - and none of it was worth keeping 
because none of it could be trusted.15 

The outcome was that she used only contemporary documents, which assured 

a more accurate, if less complete picture, of Shakespeare. 

And so, in the case of Shakespeare of London, Miss Chute saw 

fit to sacrifice perhaps interesting stories and theories in favor of 

accuracy. In this, of course, she is at the core of pure biography. 

A biography must present only those facts whose authenticity has been 

established. Marchette Chute has taken this as a fundamental dictum. 

She remarks: 

It may seem like a good deal of extra work to read forty books 
in order to be able to write one sentence; but ushen you are 
finished with that one sentence you can be reasonably sure 
that it is reliable.1" 

There are certain dangers inherent in working with facts that 

Miss Chute realizes must be avoided. One of these dangers is brought 

on by a shallow interpretation of facts. What Miss Chute has said 

about this fault among readers certainly can be considered part of her 

biographical theory since so much of her work involves reading. 

15 Idem. 

16 Ibid., p. 1487. 

17 Idem. 
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We tend to run after facts the way chickens run after corn, 
but with less idea of what to do with them after we have them. 
It is a gossipy kind of curiosity about the top layer of the 
world. We are less anxious to look under the top layer and to ,„ 
take advantage of the kind of penetration that good books offer. 

The correct interpretation of the facts does not come from such shallow 

reading. 

The reader must bring to i t a l e r t , vigorous a t tent ion and the 
will ingness to follow a t ra in of thought that i s probably new 
and may even be upsett ing.19 

Another possible p i t - f a l l for the biographer i s that which 

springs from attempting to handle an over-abundance of f a c t s . Miss 

Chute has met this problem. 

Too much detail will overload a book and make it difficult to 
read and one of the problems in this kind of writing, where 
there is a large amount of material, is to keep the movement 
of the book under control. One way to do this is to focus an 
image from one special angle. For instance, the general theatre 
material in Shakespeare of London is divided into three points 
of view. The first presents it from the point of view of the 
man who built the first theatre... Then I described the problems 
of a young actor entering the theatre... Then later on I.des­
cribed the theatre from the production end (...).20 

How must the facts be used, therefore? Miss Chute offers this solution: 

A book of this kind (i.e. a biography of a non-contemporary figure) 
is a mosaic, built up of a number of small facts that have „, 
meaning only when they are placed in juxtaposition to each other. 

18 Marchette Chute, "Books are the Opening of Windows", in 
Wilson Library Bulletin, p. 447. 

19 Idem. 

20 Marchette Chute, "Shakespeare of London" in Hornbook 
Magazine, Vol. 31, issue of February, 1955, p. 34. 

21 Marchette Chute, Forward, in Shakespeare of London, New 
York, Dutton, 1949, pp. xi-xii. 
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The greatest difficulties encountered by Marchette Chute in her 

work are those that arise because she is writing about non-contemporary 

figures, and in fact, about people who lived in far distant times. She 

realises the restriction under which this puts her. 

It is true that a biographer has an easier time of it if the 
man he is writing about is still alive. If the hero is no longer 
living and his life has to be reconstructed from documents, the 
biographer has a more difficult time of it.22 

The most obvious difficulty in writing non-contemporary 

biography is that of picturing a far away person and period, and care 

and time are needed to obviate this difficulty. 

A writer should not attempt to reproduce a past age for a 
reader until he feels at home in it himself, and to be at 
home in a period means reading nearly everything you can get 
your hands on.23 

Another difficulty is the more complex one the biographer has of 

transporting himself into the period about which he is writing. Mar­

chette Chute mentions this problem in describing her experience with the 

writing of Two Gentle Men, the lives of Herbert and Herrick, who lived 

in the seventeenth century. 

The problem was to feel at home in the period, not to transplant 
my twentieth century ways of thinking into seventeenth century 
England, but to move into the period itself. This was obviously 
going to require a long stretch of close reading - letters, diaries, 
sermons, account books, parish records, memoirs, government reports 
and so on - since work of this kind cannot be approached at second­
hand through the minds of later historians.24 

22 Marchette Chute, "Biographies Bring New Companions", in The 
Wonderful World of Books, pp. 50-51. 

23 Marchette Chute, "From 'Bad Risk' to Best Seller", in Library 
Journal, p. 1487-

24 Marchette Chute, "How a Book Grows", in Library Journal, 
p. 2431. 
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The quo ta t ion above* throws l i . J i t on ano ther a spec t of the 

a u t h e n t i c i t y oi' b iography, for tho a u t h e n t i c i t y of biography invo lves 

more than the mere use of f a c t s t h a t have beon proven c o r r e c t . I t i s 

p o s s i b l e , f o r example, tha t " c o r r e c t " f a c t s bo presonted and ye t the 

wholo t r u t h oui 'fur. The soarch for t r u t h invo lves the a t tempt to 

i n t e r p r e t f a c t s o b j e c t i v e l y in tho l i g h t of the f a c t s thomselves , f r ee 

fr.rni any s u b j e c t i v e co lou r ing , whethor conscious or n o t . 

Marchetto Chuto, r e l a t i n g hor exper ience in w r i t i n g Ben Jonson 

of Woatminstor, i l l u s t r a t e s ju . i t how e lu .uve the t ru th can be - She 

wiahod to inc lude i n t h i s biography a few paragraphs on S i r P h i l i p 

Sidnoy and chot.o to t e l l the s to ry of Sidm y ' s doath as an example of 

h i s ch iva l rous n a t u r e , Sidney had died of gangrone po isoning a f t e r a 

musket shot had s h a t t e r e d h i s t h i g h . He was no t wearing l o u armour when 

ho woo woundod and S i r IAilko G r e v i l l e claimed t h a t t he roason was t h a t 

tho marshal l of the camp was not woaring armour, end Sidney was un­

w i l l i n g to do anything t h a t would ^,ivo him s p e c i a l advantago. This 

would huve s u i t e d Miss Chuto 'a purpose i d e a l l y for i t furn ished example 

of ch iva l rous conduct by a man who was supposed to be tho epitome of 

c h i v a l r y . But beforo us in ; i t sho f o l t i t woulu bo b e t t o r t o check i t s 

a u t h e n t i c i t y . Another sourco , Thomas Moffot, c l limod tha t Sidnoy had 

nef luc tod to put on tho lo; ; armour b<;ciuse ho was in a h u r r y . A t h i r d 

au thor ) S i r John Smythe, a m i l i t a r y exper t who brought out h i s bool: a 

few yn irs a f t u r S idney ' s doath blamod Sidney' „i nog loc t on tho c u r r e n t 

crazo amonfc, s o l d i e r s for ^oing without lo*, p r o t e c t i o n . Mis-i Chute was 

faced now wath th reo p o s s i b i l i t i e s , and had to docido which was the 
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truth. She found that two of the authors had a thesis: Greville, that 

his friend had a very chivalric nature; Smythe, that soldiers should 

wear leg armour- Only Moffet had no thesis; he wasn't trying to prove 

anything. And Miss Chute concludes that his was the most trustworthy 

explanation. 

For Moffet was without desire- Nothing can so quickly blur 
and distort the facts as desire - the wish to use the facts 
for some purpose of your own - and nothing can so surely 
destroy the truth. As soon as the writer wants to prove 
something he is no longer impartial and his evidence is no 
longer to be trusted.25 

There is another desire that threatens the truth of a biography 

even when individual facts have been authenticated, and that is the 

desire of the biographer himself. 

A biographer is not a court record or a legal document. He is 
a human being writing about another human being, and his own 
temperament, his ov/n viewpoint, and his own frames of reference 
are unconsciously imposed upon the man he is writing about. Even 
if the biographer (...) wants to write nothing but the literal 
truth, he is still handicapped by the fact that there is no such 
thing as a completely objective human being. 

Miss Chute gives the example of how the nineleenth century biographers 

were moved by their point of view to misrepresent Shakespeare: 

They had been reared in the strict code of nineteenth century 
gentility and they accepted two ideas without question. One 
was that there were few things more important than an English 
lord; the other thing is that there are few things less important 
than a mere actor. ... The notion that Shakespeare had L-oont all 
these years as a working member of a company of London actors 

was so abhorrent that it was never seriously considered. It 
could not be so; therefore it was not.2' 

25 L'archi.tte Chute, "Getting at the Truth", in The Saturday 
Review, Vol. 36, issue of September 19-, 1953, pp. 11-12. 

26 Ibid., p. 12. 

27 Ibid., p. 43. 
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Let it not be concluded, though, that Marchette Chute is against 

a point of view. She states, for example: 

A biography must have a point of view and it must have a frame 
of reference. But it should be a point of view and a frame of 2c 

reference implicit in the material itself and not imposed upon it. 

How this imposed point of view and frame of reference might show itself 

Miss Chute illustrates: 

It is easy enough to make good resolutions in advance, but a 
biographer cannot altogether control his sense of excitement 
when the climax of his years of research draws near and he 
begins to see the pieces fall into place. Almost without his 
volition A, B, and D fall together and start to form a pattern, 
and it is almost impossible for the biographer not to start 
searching for C. Something turns up that looks remarkably like 
C, and with a little trimming of tHe edges and the ignoring of 
one very slight discrepancy it will fill the place allotted for 
C magnificently. 

The most difficult aspect of this problem is the fact that this 

"slanting" goes on, most of the time, unknown to the biographer. 

(...) A subconscious desire to push the facts around is one 
of the most dangerous things a biographer can encounter and 
all the more dangerous because it is so difficult to know 
when he is encountering it. 

Andre Maurois has outlined the attitude the biographer must 

have towards his subject. 

28 I b i d . , p . 4 4 . 

29 Idem. 

30 Idem. 
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The modern biographer, if he is honest, will not allow himself 
to think: "Here is a ̂ reat king, a great statesman, a ̂ reat 
writer; around his name a legend had been built; it is on the 
legend, and on the legend alone, that I wish to dwell." He 
thinks rather: "Here is a man. I possess a certain number of 
documents, a certain amount of evidence about him. I am 
going to attempt to draw a true portrait. What will this 
portrait be? I have no idea. I don't want to know before I 
have actually drawn it. I am prepared to accept whatever a 
prolonged contemplation of my subject may reveal to me, and to 
correct it in proportion to such new facts as I discover."31 

Hiss Chute echoes this attitude when she says that a book must be 

allowed to take its own course. 

The book has its own idea of where it wishes to go, and 
sometimes no one is so surprised as the author at the way 
things tarn out. 

In an appendix to Two Gentle Men entitled "Walton's Biography of 

Herbert", Miss Chute shows hov;, in practice, Isaac ,Valton's didactic 

intention produced an image of the subject that was inaccurate. 

His other motive (i.e. Walton's motive other than to please 
himself) in writing the little book on Herbert was to show 
the Restoration clergy what the life of a minister in the 
Church of England ought to be. Walton was troubled when he 
considered "how few of the clergy lived like him then, and 
how many live so unlike him now," and he wrote the biography 
to supply "a pattern of virtue to all posterity, and especially 
to his brethren of the clergy."33 

Miss Chute goes on to point out that since it was ./alton's intention to 

set Herbert up as a model clergyman, the stress is on that part of 

Herbert's life, a three year period only, during which he was an 

31 Andre Maurois, Aspects of Biography, trans, by Sydney Castle 
Roberts, New York, Appleton, 1929, pp. 14-15. 

32 Marchette Chute, "How a Book Grows", in Library Journal, p. 2431. 

33 Marchette Chute, Appendix: "Walton's Biography of Herbert", in 
Two Gentle Men, New York, Dutton, 1959, p. 277. 
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Anglican minister at Bemerton. 7/alton, for example, merely skims over 

Herbert's political career, completely ignoring the fact that his hero 

had served in two parliaments, and this was not, Miss Chute stresses, 

because these facts were not available to Walton; it was because he was 

uninterested in these facts: they might have made his coloured image 

34 
of Herbert less effectively didactic 

The whole element of authenticity, for Marchette Chute, is 

intimately bound up with the background writing. When we examine the 

kind of image of her subject Miss Chute is attempting to draw we 

realize how important, in her view of biography, the faithful represen­

tation of background really is. At least four times, in writing about 

her biographical approach, she has used the word "silhouette" to 

describe the picture she paints of her subject. For example, she writes: 

The basic approach in all my biographies has been about the same. 
That is to say, in each case I have been faced with the problem 
of writing about a man whose personal life is relatively unknown. 
I cannot, for that reason, write a biography in depth, such as 
could be written, for instance about Henry James. My solution 
has been to acquaint myself so thoroughly with the background 
of the period that I can light up the man against it in silhouette, 
as it were, and while a silhouette portrait is less satisfactory 
than a three-dimensional one, it is at least better than nothing. 

To take an obvious example of this technique in action, I 
know very little about Chaucer as an esquire. But by doing a 
good deal of research sbout the origins and functions of the 
office and the careers of other esquires, I can throw at least 
a direct light on Chaucer himself. 

But this technique is more than a convenience, a way of arousing added 

interest and of expending what would be, without it, too brief a study. 

34 Ibid., pp. 278-279. 

35 Marchette Chute, in a letter to the author, June 27, 1961. 
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It is a basic necessity in this kind of biography, for no one can 

understand a person without knowing as thoroughly as possible, the 

influence that went into shaping him. Miss Chute puts it this way: 

No one can be wholly isolated from his background. Chaucer 
existed in relation to the diplomatic and social world of 
medieval England, Shakespeare in relation to the Elizabethan 
theatre, Jonson in relation to the Jacobean court. In the 
same way it was clear that Herbert and Herrick existed in 
relation to the religious world of seventeenth century England 
and that I could not write about the men themselves, until I 
knew something about their background.36 

It was this conviction of the necessity of placing the man in his 

actual background that impelled Miss Chute to disregard a great deal 

of material written about Shakespeare and to search for the most 

influential forces that acted upon him. 

The more I went on with the research the clearer it became that 
the key to Shakespeare's life was the theatre. In spite of the 
efforts of many of his biographers, who seem to feel with John 
Stowe that the theatre was not quite respectable, Shakespeare 
had demonstrably been an actor as well as a playwright throughou'. 
the whole of his adult professional career, and he could not be 
separated from his environment without great danger to the truth. 
It was against a theatre background that the silhouette of 3~ 
Shakespeare would have to emerge if it was going to emerge at all. 

For Marchette Chute the presentation of background includes 

more than description of family and surroundings. Writing of her 

research for the lives of Herbert end Herrick she say?: 

Of course, I wanted to be acquainted -with IH ir friends and 
families and the places in which they worked and lived, but 

36 Marchette Chute, "How a Book Grows", in Library Journal, 
p. 2431. 

37 Marchette Chute, "Shakespeare of London"; in Hornbook 

Hancizf -~̂e > p* 31. 
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above all I wanted to become familiar with the mental attitude 
and habits of thought of the early seventeenth century. This 
was a period in which politics and religion were almost in­
extricable and deeply died with an emotionalism of which the 
causes were hard to find.38 

In other words, Miss Chute believes that a real attempt must be made 

to get beyond mere physical surroundings and to fathom the host of 

intellectual forces that must of necessity go into the formation of the 

type of men who are the subjects of her biographies. Earlier it has 

been pointed out that the main drawback Miss Chute encountered in 

writing non-contemporary biography was the difficulty of obtaining an 

adequate amount of information about the subject. But at the same time 

she believes that at least some of this difficulty can be obviated by 

an exhaustive study of the intellectual background of the period. 

Reasoning that a great deal can be learned about an individual by a 

study of the general influences prevalent during the period in which he 

lived is justifiable, and Miss Chute has put this theory to use. 

Marchette Chute's purpose in doing such broad and intense 

research into the past is best expressed by her when she relates her 

experience in writing Shakespeare of England: "The purpose behind all 

39 this reading was to try to touch hands with the Elizabethan period." 

To touch hands with such a distant time, though, is a real problem. 

38 Marchette Chute, "How a Book Grows", in Library Journal, 
p. 2431. 

39 Marchette Chute, "Shakespeare of London", in Hornbook 
Magazine, p. 30. 
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One may quite easily obtain an "official" picture of the period, but 

how close is this "official" picture to reality? The danger is that the 

period may not come alive. As Miss Chute says: 

It is extremely difficult to catch the Elizabethans in their 
relaxed, unguarded moments, in the small things that make the 
period come alive .^ 

Throughout her exhaustive reading of the period her intention was always 

to look "for the reality behind the official language and the people 

41 behind the acts." 

There can be no doubt that authent ic i ty i s the foremost note in 

Marchette Chute's theory of biography: a fai thfulness to the facts 

about the sub jec t ' s l i f e and about the period in which he l ived . This 

has been amply demonstrated already. But perhaps i t i s most effect ively 

shown in Miss Chute's remarks about a biographer who did not res tr ic t 

himself to the fac t s , namely Sir Isaac Walton. 

Only a serious i n t e r e s t in fac ts for t he i r own sake would have 
led a man l ike Walton to do research on Herber t ' s p o l i t i c a l 
career, and th i s was a quali ty that Walton did not possess . 
The four biographies that he wrote are riddled with minor 
inaccuracies which he could have eas i ly corrected, and h i s 
dates frequently contradict each o ther . As he grew older 
he became increasingly attached to the f i c t iona l device of 
imaginary dialogues, and he admitted quite cheerfully in h i s 
l i f e of Bishop Sanderson: "I have been so bold as to paraphrase 
and say what I think he ( . . . ) would have sa id . " 4 2 

40 I b i d . , pp. 30-31. 

41 I b i d . , p . 3 1 . 

42 Marchette Chute, Appendix: "Walton's Biography of Herbert", 
in Two Gentle Men, pp. £77-278. 
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The quality of authenticity may well be the most important 

single ingredient that goes to produce pure biography, but its mere 

presence does not ensure pure biography. Authenticity works hand in 

hand with the two other pre-requisites of pure biography: the depiction 

of the individuality or personality of the subject, and the artistic 

element. 

Marchette Chute realizes the possibility that a biography may 

be in complete conformity with the facts of a man's life, yet fail to 

43 
"bring back a living man." She speaks, for example, of the decided 

advantage of writing over the plastic arts in this regard: 

A good portrait can sometimes bring a man back to life, but even 
then it fixes him at just one moment of time. The pictures of 
Longfellow, for instance, show him with a beard, and it is hard 
to remember that he v/as once a small boy going to school, or a 
young man trying to work out his first rhymes. Cicero is a 
marble figure in a toga, and no one would guess what a complex, 
sensitive, brilliant, and irritating man he was in real life. 
A biography of Cicero brings him back as his friends in politics 
knew him, and & schoolroom bust turns him into an interesting 
person to know.44 

Obviously a good biography, for Miss Chute, does more than convey 

authenticated facts. 

The depiction of personality involves getting beyond the single 

fact to the selection, combination, and interpretation of a number of 

facts to the point where one is able to establish certain things as 

being characteristic of the subject. Miss Chute puts it this way: 

43 Marchette Chute, "Biographies Bring New Companions", in The 
Y/onderful World of Books, p. 51 

44 Idem. 
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The method I used in writing Shakespeare of London might be 
called picture writing. The story is not presented through 
explanations but through a series of images, leaving the reader 
to draw his own conclusions. It goes without saying that the 
details which make up each image must be carefully documented... 
but it is equally important that they should be characteristic. 
The choice of the final, single detail will be much more effec­
tive if you have found a dozen similar examples in your research 
than if you had to choose from only two or three.4^ 

For Marchette Chute, it is impossible to get at the personality 

of the subject unless he is seen in the surroundings in which he lived. 

The portrayal of background is therefore integral to the depiction of 

personality. "Any man will become imcomprehensible if he is isolated 

46 
from his background." She illustrates: 

In Shakespeare's case h i s background was the t h e a t r e . I t i s 
unfortunate that so many of the people who have wri t ten about him 
should have had no theatre experience, and even more important 
that out of a misplaced reverence they have been unwilling to 
remember that he was not only a professional playwright but a 
professional actor also.47 

The pa r t i cu la r d i f f i c u l t i e s Miss Chute met in her attempt at 

portraying personal i ty were those that arose from the fact that her 

subjects l ived in such d i s t an t t imes. As she explains: 

I f no personal documents have survived, no l e t t e r s , and no 
reminiscences, i t i s hard to reach back to the rea l human being 
who once l ived and breathed, since i t i s out of small day-to-day 
matters that a clear sense of personal i ty i s b u i l t . 4 ^ 

How she has deal t with t h i s d i f f icu l ty i s more properly within the scope 

of Marchette Chute's biographical p r ac t i c e . I t might be s tressed here , 

45 Marchette Chute, "Shakespeare of London", in Hornbook 
Magazine, p . 34. 

46 Marchette Chute, Forward, in Shakespeare of London, p . i x . 

47 I b i d . , pp. i x -x . 

48 Marchette Chute/'Shakespeare of London", in Hornbook Magazine. 
p . 28. 
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however, that she believes the only possible way out of this impasse is 

abundant research. In the case of Shakespeare of London she seems to 

have left few pages unturned in her efforts. 

I read account books, law suits, parish records, government 
reports, diaries, ordinances, prison records, and everything 
else I could get my hands on.4* 

With respect to the artistic quality necessary for biography, 

explicit statements by Miss Chute are few. But she does say enough to 

establish her belief in the necessity of this facet of biography. Of 

the biographer and his work she has this to say, for example: 

He can see to it that he has written it in good, clear English, 
that the facts are reliable, and that they are all in their proper 
order; but this is not enough to make it a good book. A good book 
should no longer be a collection of facts neatly dovetailed together 
by careful carpentry: it should have succeeded in acquiring an 
organic life of its own, like a tree. It should come alive and 
enter securely into the imagination of the reader, and this is 
just as true of a good biography as of a good novel or a good poem. 

It seems to this writer that this "organic life" that the successful 

biography must have is furnished by the depiction of the subject as an 

individual. In other words, the artistic effect is that which is 

produced by the moulding of knov/n facts into a unified picture of the 

subject. Therefore, the depiction of the subject's personality and the 

artistic element must move along hand in hand: they are mutually 

complementary. 

A valuable discussion of the artistic element in biography takes 

place in the Appendix to Two Gentle Men. Here, Marchette Chute is 

49. Ibid., p. 30. 

50 Marchette Chute, "From 'Bad Risk' to Best Seller", in 
Library Journal, p. 1488. 
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c h i e f l y concerned with the problem of r e c o n c i l i n g the e lements of 

a u t h e n t i c i t y and a r t i n biography and she sees i n I s a a c Walton an 

example of one who was unable to make the r e c o n c i l i a t i o n . 

A much more d i f f i c u l t problem l i e s in the f a c t t h a t Walton was 
as much a r t i s t a s b iographer , and in o rde r to produce a p r e c i s e 
and v i v i d p i c t u r e i n the r e a d e r ' s mind he w i l l sometimes 
manipulate h i s m a t e r i a l i n such a fash ion t h a t i t i s no longer 
r e l i a b l e . ^ 1 

She goes on to i l l u s t r a t e how, when Walton wrote h i s l i f e of Hooker, 

t h e r e was reason to be l i eve t h a t the l a t t e r had been trapp>ed i n t o an 

unhappy mar r i age . Walton d e s c r i b e s a scene i n which two of Hooker ' s 

former s t u d e n t s v i s i t him a t h i s country v ica rage a t Drayton Beauchamp 

and see him rocking the baby. Here Hooker i s p i c t u r e d as a devoted 

family man bea r ing the p a r e n t a l burden, wi thout too much he lp from a 

d i s i n t e r e s t e d w i f e . But as a ma t t e r of f a c t , l a t e r r e sea r ch proved 

t h a t t h e scene must have been a complete f a b r i c a t i o n , fo r he was marr ied 

i n London a f t e r he had l e f t Drayton Beauchamp for good. 

A g r e a t dea l of mal ic ious goss ip had been c u r r e n t i n Va l ton ' s 
c i r c l e about Hooker 's wife , a l l of i t apparen t ly u n t r u e . ,"alton 
had no s p e c i a l reason to d i s b e l i e v e i t , s ince some of i t came 
from h i s own Cranmer r e l a t i v e s and he passed i t on innocen t ly 
enough. But a l l the v i v i d l i t t l e touches t h a t make the scene 
come to l i f e , even to the name of the book i n Hooker ' s hand, a re 
Wal ton ' s own i n v e n t i o n , i n s e r t e d to g ive the scene the r e a l i t y 
which he be l i eved i t a l r eady posses sed . The whole t h i n g , i n ­
c luding Hooker ' s s a i n t l y and res igned speech, i s b e a u t i f u l l y 
conceived and executed . The f a c t t h a t none of i t took p l ace 
does n o t d e t r a c t from Walton as an a r t i s t , bu t i t does make him 
suspec t as a b i o g r a p h e r . 0 2 

51 Marchet te Chute, Appendix: "? /a l ton ' s Life of Herbe r t " , in 
Two Gentle Men, p . 278. 

52 I b i d . , p p . 278-279. 
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Miss Chu te ' s r e c o g n i t i o n of the exce l l ence of Wal ton ' s work i s adamant; 

h e r disenchantment r e s t s on the b a s i s of biography o n l y . I t seems c l e a r 

t h a t she w i l l no t accept the i n c l u s i o n of h a l f - t r u t h s o r n e a r - t r u t h s i n 

biography - The a r t i s t i c element must be p r e s e n t bu t i t i s always 

subse rv i en t to the p r i n c i p l e of a u t h e n t i c i t y . P ra i se -wor thy as i s a r t 

i t must be kept under the d i s c i p l i n e of proven f a c t . 

But t h e r e i s a no te of t o l e r a t i o n and unders tand ing i n Miss 

Chute about such short-comings as t h e s e . She w i l l no t a ccep t , fo r 

example, Wal ton ' s l i f e of Herber t a s pure b iography . Then she con t inues ; 

Yet i t must be added t h a t Wal ton ' s l i f e of Herbert i s a b e a u t i f u l 
p iece of work. All Wal ton ' s gen t l e lov ing h e a r t , a l l h i s l i t e r a r y 
s k i l l , and a l l h i s r eve r en t admirat ion fo r "holy Mr. Herber t" 
combine to produce a t ender and luminous t r i b u t e t h a t i s very 
c lose to a complete work of a r t . I f t he re a re e r r o r s of f a c t 
and of i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , they a re fo rg iveab le i n the case of a 
b iographer who saved so much t h a t would otherwise have been l o s t 
and p resen ted i t so movingly.53 

Before c lo s ing t h i s d i s c u s s i o n of Marchette Chu te ' s t h e o r i e s 

about biography i t would be advantageous to look b r i e f l y a t what she 

cons ide r s the uses of b iography . Obviously, she looks upon the a r t 

as a means of b r i ng ing someone t o l i f e on the p r i n t e d page . This i s 

e s s e n t i a l t o biography and to h e r concept of i t . But she sees i n 

biography an a d d i t i o n a l a c c i d e n t a l u s e : 

Biography b r i n g s the t imes to l i f e aga in , j u s t as i t b r i n g s 
the peop le ; and i t makes the world a more spacious and 
i n t e r e s t i n g p l ace to l i v e i n . 5 4 

53 Ibid., p. 282. 

54 Marchette Chute, "Biographies Bring' New Companions", in 
The Wonderful World of Books, p. 51. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE PRACTICL OF BIOGRAPHY 

In Chapter I of this study the principles of biography were laid 

down. Biography was defined as the history of the lives of individual 

men, as a branch of literature. Explicit in this definition, it was 

pointed out, are the three guiding principles that are the sound basis 

for good biography and which, in fact, have been implemented in those 

biographies that we consider our best. Ideally, all biographies should 

conform to these principles; actually, much of what we call biography 

dodS not conform to them. The history of the biographical form might 

best be described as a long line of bastard types interrupted infrequent­

ly by individual works of pure biography. In other words, in practice 

biography has not been, for the most part, in accord with its definition. 

What has been produced in its name has often been good, interesting, and 

even artistic, but not often pure biography. 

The designation of biography as either pure or impure was made 

by Harold Nicolson and is useful here for our purposes. A pure 

biography is a life that conforms to the three basic principles of 

authenticity, the portrayal of personality, and art; an impure biography 

is one that does not conform to one or more of them. 

Nicolson enumerates the causes of impure biography, the factors 

that impell writers, perhaps unknowingly or unconsciously, to overlook 

the principles* 

1 Harold Nicolson, The Development of English Biography, London, 
Hogarth, 1927, pp. 8-9. 
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Such then are the main causes of "impure" biography - either an 
undue desire to celebrate the dead, or a purpose extraneous to 
the work itself, or an undue subjectivity on the part of the 
writer.2 

What Nicolson is saying here is that when emotions are allowed to enter 

the biographer's view of his subject, impure biography results. Else­

where in his study, Nicolson is more pronounced on this point. 

So long as the intellect is undisturbed by emotion you have good 
biography. The moment however, that any emotion (such as 
reverence, affection, ethical desire, religious belief) in­
trudes upon the composition of biography, that biography is 
doomed. *» 

There are many kinds of impure biography: the ways in which 

authors have allowed their emotions to come to play in the writing of 

men's lives are various. This chapter is an attempt to examine the 

different kinds of impure biography, and pure biography, as they have 

occurred in practice. The treatment will be broadly historical, but 

this is not meant to be a history of biography. Rather, the historical 

method of presentation is followed because it seems to be a suitable 

way of maintaining unity, of avoiding the pit-falls easily come by in 

works of this nature where there must be a listing of things. 

Men first began to write about other men out of a commemoratory 

instinct. They wrote inscriptions for grave-stones, they delivered 

funeral orations and when they began to write complete lives of men 

they carried over into them the laudatory traits that had characterized 

2 Ibid., p. 10. 

3 Ibid., p. 110. 
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less exhaustive material. The raison d'etre of these lives was praise, 

and praise at the expense of truth, if necessary. In this tradition 

were many of the lives of the saints written during the Middle Ages. 

The manner persisted and the nineteenth century witnessed a high point 

in the history of this type of biography. At that time Thomas Carlyle 

wrote: 

The history of mankind is the history of its great men: to find 
out these, clean the dirt from them and place them on their 
proper pedestal.4 

Carlyle's statement gives the type its names of "pedestal" or "white­

washing" biography. Virginia Woolf vividly dramatizes the effect this 

commemorative element can have on the finished product. 

Suppose, for example, that the man of ^enius was immoral, ill-
tempered; and threw the boots at the maid's head. The widow 
would say, "Still I loved him - he was the father of my children; 
and the public, who love his books, must on no account be 
disillusioned. Cover up; omit." The biographer obeyed. And 
then the majority of Victorian biographies are like the wax 
figures now preserved in Westminster Abbey that were carried 
in funeral processions through the streets - effigies that have 
only a smooth superficial likeness to the body in the coffin.-1 

Obviously this sort of thing is impure biography. It violates that 

first principle of pure biography: that it must present fact. If a 

biography sets out to be laudatory, it must of necessity disregard or 

change what was undesirable about the subject's actual existence. 

Hicolson considers this desire to eulogize the most frequent detriment 

to pure biography. 

4 Thomas Carlyle, in Harold Hicolson, The Development of English 
Biography, p. 11. 

5 Virginia Woolf, "The Art of Biography", in The Death of the 
Moth and Other Essays, New York, Harcourt Brace, 1942, pp. 120-121. 
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Predominant among these confusing elements was the desire to 
celebrate the dead - a desire wholly distinct from, and generally 
inimical to, the actual art of biography, but which can be traced 
as the main fact in "impure" biography (...)6 

An outstanding example of this "pedestal" school of biography 

is Lady Burton's Life of her husband Sir Richard Burton. The consecra­

tion of the biography indicates the path the work must take. 

To my earthly master 
whilst waiting to rejoin you, I leave as a Message to the World 
we inhabited, the record of the Life into which both our lives 
were fused. Vn'ould that I could write as well as I can love, 
and do you that justice, that honour, that you deserve'. I will 
do my best, and then, I will leave it to more brilliant pens, 
whose wielders will feel less - and write better. 

Meet me soon - I await the signal! 
Isabel Burton' 

With such a point of view an objective biography is impossible and the 

two volumes turn out to be a glamorized picture of the subject. 

Closely related to "pedestal" biography is didactic biography. 

The didactic biography sets out to teach a moral lesson or make a moral 

point, and the danger is that in making the point the facts will be 

twisted around so that they reinforce it. The didactic element, 

Nicolson says, is a major cause of impure biography. 

A second, and almost equally pregnant, cause of "impure" biography 
is the desire to compose the life of an individual as an illus­
tration of some extraneous theory or conception.^ 

6 Harold Nicolson, Op. cit., p. 9. 

7 Lady Isabel Burton, The Life of Captain Sir Richard Burton, 2 Vol., 
London, Chapman, 1893, Consecration. 

8 Harold Nicolson, Op. cit., p. 9. 
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The same authority speaks more pointedly on this question. 

The devout, as Dean Stanley has so convincingly demonstrated, are 
not gifted with a genius for biography; their preoccupation with 
the theology and the life after death somewhat blurs their interest 
in man and in the life that is ours, and theirs, upon this varied 
earth. For biography is essentially a profane brand of literature; 
its triumphs do not proceed from theological convictions.® 

Although biography of this "pedestal" and didactic type made 

most spectacular appearances during the nineteenth century, its origins, 

as has been pointed out, are as old as biography itself. Of all the 

types of impure biography, these two were the most prevalent previous 

to the nineteenth century. But a more significant aspect of the history 

of biography previous to the nineteenth century was the occurrence of 

pure biography. 

Allusion has already been made in Cahpter I of this study to 

James Boswell's Life of Dr. Johnson. Boswell's biography is generally 

acknowledged to be the best in the English language. As an example of 

pure biography it serves as a standard against which the types of 

impure biography can be judged and found wanting. 

As a matter of fact, Boswell's century, the eighteenth, gave 

English literature its first examples of pure biography. Before that, 

biography had been, even at its best, restricted by its commemorative 

and didactic purposes. It is true that the biographies of Cavendish 

and Roper in the latter part of the sixteenth century represented a 

9 Ibid., p. 64. 

10 Ibid., p. 79. 
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great advance from medieval hagiography. Nicolson outlines this 

improvement. 

(...) The center of interest, the emphasis on their curiosity 
had shifted: they neither of them regard their subjects as 
types representative of institutions, but as individuals 
representative of human personality; they are more interested 
in the character than in action. It is owing to them that 
English biography was first differentiated as a species of 
literary composition distinct from history and romance.!! 

Nevertheless undesirable elements remained. 

They are imbued ... with the old commemorative instinct; their 
books are marred by no small portion of didacticism; they have 
not broken finally ... with the old runic inscriptions, with 
the long tradition of hagiography.12 

In the seventeenth century little or no improvement took place 

in the development of the biographical art, although, as Nicolson points 

out, all the conditions essential to good biography were present. 

(...) There was widespread public curiosity, acute psychological 
interest, accurate scholarship, immense capacity for industry, 
a real desire to produce creative and artistic history, and, as 
a vehicle, the perfection of English prose.13 

Why pure biography did not flourish amidst such near ideal conditions, 

Nicolson attributes to three causes. 

In the first place, the political condition of the country was 
too disturbed, and the moral conflict too intense, for writers 
to have either the leisure, the courage, or the detachment 
necessary for pure biography. In the second place, the potential 
biographers of the century tended to write journals, or, as 

11 I b i d . , pp. 36-37-

12 I b i d . , p . 36. 

13 I b i d . , p . 38. 
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Clarendon and Bacon, to create an art of English history. And 
in the third place, the influence of Plutarch and of the Theo-
phrastians inclined people to be interested rather in typical 
"characters" than in individual temperments; to write on the 
deductive rather than the inductive method, and therefore to , . 
caste their biographies in an artificial and unconvincing mould. 

A most significant influence in the coming to maturity of 

biography in the eighteenth century was William Mason's Life of Gray. 

This work made effective use of letters in biography for the first time." 

And Samuel Johnson, the real founder of pure biography, brought the 

method to its full development in his Life of Savage. 

Then came Boswell's Life of Johnson, the outstanding example of 

pure biography in the English language. Boswell's great work becomes 

the standard by which must be judged all biography written before and 

after it. Perhaps a brief examination of the elements that make the 

Life of Johnson pure biography would serve as a focal point for com­

parison to the types of impure biography. 

Reference has been made in Chapter I to Boswell's habits of 

using only authentic material and of faithful transferring of data from 

document to manuscript. But such faithfulness is relatively superficial 

for it is possible for a biographer to be faithful in this way and yet 

produce a false account of a subject's life. The kind of faithfulness 

to truth that is most essential and most difficult to achieve derives 

14 Ibid., p. 39. 

15 John A. Garraty, The Nature of Biography. New York, 
Knopf, 1957, p. 83. 

16 Harold Nicolson, Op. cit., p. 79. 
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from an objective view on the part of the biographer upon his subject. 

Nicolson emphasizes that it is also in this sense that Boswell was 

faithful to the truth. 

Boswell had no thesis, nor had Lockhart: they worked wholly on 
the inductive method and their literary skill was manifested 
solely in the arrangement and presentation of their specimens; 
they neither propounded or implied a theory; they merely, with 
the requisite degree of taste and selection, furnished facts.1? 

Boswell's adherence to the second requisite of pure biography, 

of course, has become a legend for if there is a character, an individual 

in English literature, it is Boswell's Johnson. It is this element that 

constitutes the charm of the book. Garraty remarks: 

A reader can pick it up at almost any point, read a few dozen 
pages, and get almost as clear a view of the bluff, intense, 
yet kind-hearted Doctor as he would from a careful study of 
the whole.18 

The third element necessary for pure biography, that the work 

be artistic, is fulfilled in the Life of Johnson. There is in it an 

element of the creative. Garraty explains it this way. 

(...) Boswell ••• loved life in all its aspects. While he did not 
manage his own life very well, he lived it to the full, tasting 
all its pleasures, delving into the meaning of existence with all 
its powers, observing everything and everyone he came in contact 
with. He managed to transfer this zest to the pages of his ,q 

Johnson. As a result he produced a great work of art (•«•)• 

Boswell's particular formula for achieving this work of art is 

outlined by Nicolson. 

17 I b i d . , p . 153. 

18 John A. Garraty, Op. c i t . . p . 95. 

19 I b i d . , p . 96. 
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(...) He discovered and perfected a biographical formula in which 
the narrative could be fused with the pictorial, in which the 
pictorial in its turn could be rendered in a series of photographs 
so vividly, and above all so rapidly, projected as to convey an 
impression of continuity, of progression - in a word, of life. 
Previous biographers had composed a studio portrait, or at best 
a succession of lantern slides. Boswell's method was that of 
a cinematograph. 

Biography had reached its peak in Boswell, but unfortunately it 

did not maintain the excellence he had brought to the form. The nine­

teenth century, an age prolific in biography as it was in most forms of 

literary expression, marked a decline, generally, from the standards of 

the previous century. The period from the time of Boswell to our own 

day has seen a great variety in the manner of attack biographers have 

chosen and consequently on the types of biography that arose and in most 

cases the differentiating marks among the schools lie in the peculiar 

means each took to get at the subject's personality. 

Perhaps the most extreme of these schools is the fictional school. 

The fictional biographer manufactures facts either to fit his conception 

of what a character should be, or for the mere pleasure of making a 

story. Very often a work of this kind is more novel than biography, and 

at best fictional biography is only at the fringes of the form. Garraty 

analyses the fictionizer's methods this way: 

The fictionizer invented "evidences" that fitted a conception of 
his subject drawn presumably from a reading of the actual exper­
ience. He made intuitive judgements of what his man was like and 
then created "typical" scenes based on these judgements. Whether 
he realized it or not, his imaginings sprang from some simplified 
view of his hero's personality.2! 

20 Harold Nicolson, Op. cit., p. 87-

21John A. Garraty, Op. cit., p. 129. 
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An example of t h i s f i c t i o n a l biography i s Somerset Maugham's The Moon 

and Sixpence . Obviously, even though the name i s changed, t h i s i s based 

on the l i f e of Gauguin. But i t i s c l e a r l y a f i c t i o n a l work. 

Another school of biography has a r i s e n which, al though i t s 

p roduc t s a re of ten f i c t i o n a l o r c lose to i t , t akes i t s name from i t s 

method. This i s the i n t u i t i v e school . Garra ty i l l u s t r a t e s : 

The French c r i t i c - b i o g r a p h e r Sa in te Beuve, f o r i n s t a n c e , 
achieved h i s of ten b r i l l i a n t word p i c t u r e s by i n t u i t i o n . 
Shu t t ing himself up with the words of the person he sought to 
d e s c r i b e , he would read and medi ta te u n t i l suddenly the r e v e a l i n g 
t r a i t , the key to c h a r a c t e r would appear to him. At t h i s p o i n t 
Sa in te Beuve recorded: "The p o r t r a i t . . . speake and l i v e s ; I 
have found the m a n l " . . . Emil Ludwig's method of s h u t t i n g himself 
up with a p a i n t i n g or photograph of h i s sub jec t was based on the 
same ph i losophy . 

I f the method of the i n t u i t i v e school i s more p a i n s t a k i n g than t h a t of 

the f i c t i o n a l school , t h i s i s no assurance of the a u t h e n t i c i t y of i t s 

f a c t s . Garra ty s a y s : 

The b a s i c i d e a behind the i n t u i t i v e school was t h a t evei j 
p e r s o n a l i t y i s e s s e n t i a l l y simple once the key to c h a r a c t e r 
can be l o c a t e d . I t may sometimes r e q u i r e long s tudy , but 
when the key i s found the re comes a f l a s h of i n s i g h t , a f t e r 
which a l l the s u b j e c t ' s a c t i o n s f a l l i n t o a p a t t e r n . 2 3 

This appears , a t b e s t , a doubtful premise- Even i f a long per iod of 

medi ' .a t ion and s tudy were f r u i t f u l of t h i s key i n s i g h t , t h e r e i s no 

assurance t h a t t h i s i n s i g h t i s the only element necessa ry fo r an 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the s u b j e c t ' s a c t i o n s . The complexity of ';ho human 

person and of the fo rces to which he i s sub jec t would seem to fo rb id 

22 John A. Gar ra ty , "Biographers Are Only Human", in The Saturday 
Review, Vol . 36, i s s u e of March 20, 1954, p . 1 2 . 

23 John A* Garra ty , The Nature of Biography, p . 129. 
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such an interpretation. 

Not far removed in ultimate product from intuitive biography 

but very different in method is psychological biography. Although 

psychological insight had gone into the making of biography for tges, 

it was Sigmund Freud who initiated the modern trend towards it in his 

life of Leonardo da Vinci, published in 1910. In this work Freud 

attempted to explain da Vinci's entire career in terms of his childhood-'"' 

Such a technique rune the same risk of over-simplification that the 

intuitive technique is prone to. Another source of danger for the 

psychological biographer is that one which plagues the practising 

psychologist: the difficult of validating data of a psychological 

nature. Garraty quotes the master himself on this point. 

Freud himself was careful to point out the limitations of his 
technique. "The deduction of the psychological writer," he wrote. 
"is not capable of proof," though in the case of his book on da 
Vinci he felt that tho evidence was very strong. "We must mark 
out the limits that are set up for the working capacity of 
psychoanalysis in biography," he cautioned.^ 

In practice, psychological biography has largely failed and 

Nevins points to the main cause. 

The most reprehensible aspect of the re-evaluation and the 
pseudo-psychoanalysis, beyond doubt, is their shifting of the 
lens from the vital to the trivial - their distortion of the 
image. What was truly important in William Shakespeare was 
not the possible neurosis behind the beouest of his second 
best bed to his wife, but his authorship of Hamlet." 

24 John A. Garraty, "Biographers Are Only Human", in The 
Saturday Review, p. 12. 

25 Idem. 

26 Allan Nevins, "How Shall One Write of a Man's Life?" in The 
New York Times Book Review, issue of July 15, 1951, p . 1. 
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Out of the attempt to depict the whole personality of the 

subject has arisen another school of biography - the "debunking" school. 

Garraty explains the origin of the term "debunking"-

The word "debunker" was coined by William E. Woodward who first 
used it in the novel Bunk in 1923. Woodward invented a character 
named Michael ".Vebb, who studied the family of an automobile 
tycoon in order to "take the bunk out of that family by showing 
it up in its true relations."27 

The "debunkera" school is best seen as a reaction to Victorian pedestal 

biography. Virginia '/foolf traces its growth in three eminent English 

biographers. 

(...) For reasons not easy to discover, widows became broader-
minded, the public keener-sighted; the effigy no longer carried 
conviction or satisfied curiosity. The biographer certainly won 
a measure of freedom. At least he could hint that there were 
scars and furrows on the dead man's face. Froude's Carlyle is 
by no means a wax mask painted rosy red. And following Froude 
there was Sir Edmund Gosse who dared to say that his own father 
was a fallible human being. And following Edmund Gosse in the 
early years of the present century came Lytton Strachey.2^ 

The "debunkera" techniques are described by Garraty. 

The "debunkers" set out deliberately to undermine the fame of 
history's heroes, or inversely, to build up the reputation of 
her villains. They substituted an easy familiarity for the 
respectful awe of the Victorian writers, referring to their 
subjects for example, by their first names. They tried to 
make the intelligent seem stupid, the dignified foolish, the 
earnest hypocritical, and the humble vain. They dwelt upon 
petty idiosyncrasies, physical ailments, inconsistent or erratic 
behaviour, and so on, not to illustrate character in the manner of 
Plutarch, but to prove that great men were neither better than, 
nor even different from, the common run of mankind. 29 

27 John A. Garraty, The Nature of Biography, p. 137-

28 Virginia Woolf, Op. cit., p. 121. 

29 John A. Garraty, Op. cit., p. 36. 
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But this is the school at its worst. In its beginnings it might better 

be described as an ironical school, for then it had no intention of 

deflating reputations. It was merely trying to draw a picture of the 

whole man: his defects as well as his virtues. Certainly, at times, 

in his efforts to do this, the biographer tipped the scales unfavourably 

and the subject emerged with more emphasis placed on his vices than 

on his virtues. But the "debunkers" had no intention of drawing an 

accurate picture in the first place. They set out knowingly and 

willingly to destroy established reputations. But reprehensible as it 

was, "debunking" biography did away with those undesirable elements that 

had marked biography of a commemorative or didactic nature. It at 

least set the stage for a re-evaluation of the form in terms of seeing 

the whole man. Donald F. Bond refers to the influence the "debunker?" 

have had on modern biography. 

At the present time, partly because of the example of Lytton 
Strachey, the aim of the biographer may fairly be said to be 
that of representing the whole man, "nothing extenuate or set 
down not in malice," and thus to revert to the aim of the 
greatest of all biographers, James Boswell, who could say 
confidently of his subject: "And he will be seen as he really 
was; for I profess to write not his panagyrick, which must be 
all praise, but his life which great end good as he was, must 
not be supposed to be entirely perfect. To be as he was, is 
indeed subject of panagyrick enough to any man in this state 
of bein^; but in every picture there should be shade ss well 
as light, and when I delineate him without reserve, I do whatg-. 
he himself recommend-d, both by M s precept and his example." 

Today there is (and for some past years there has been) a 

conservative trend among biographers* '"bile granting the necessity 

30 Donald F« Bond, "Biography", in Encyclopaedia Brilannica, 
Vol. 3, 1961 ed., p. 596. 
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of depicting personality these conservative biographers have condemned 

and avoided the techniques of their confreres of more liberal schools. 

Many conservatives do attempt to capture the individuality of their 

subjects, but by using the time-honoured methods. Garraty quotes Allan 

Nevins on this point. 

(...) This can be done through conventional historical methods -
by copious use of letters and anecdotes, careful deli eation of 
social and economic background.31 

Modern biography has also realized the short-comings of the 

pedestal and didactic schools, as Nicolson points out. 

The modern biographer rightly discards the commemorative or 
didactic motive; the "spirit of the age" will have none of 
those things. It insists on absolute detachment from ethical 
or sentimental considerations, and this detachment becomes in 
itself the point of view. (...)32 

However, to say that biography has become stabilized at its 

ideal position after years of fluctuation from extreme to extreme would 

be a gross over-simplification, ./hat can be said with justice is that, 

if the fluctuations remain, they are less distant than ever from the 

ideal. Garraty's statement, "Perhaps even now, another Boswell is 

33 
reaching for his pen," may be somewhat optimistic. But it is certainly 

indicative of the generally happy situation of contemporary biography. 

31 Allan Nevins, in John A. Garraty, "Biographers Are Only 
Human," in The Saturday Review, p. 46. 

32'Harold Hicolson,Op. cit., p. 142. 

33 John A. Garraty, The Nature of Biography, p. 151. 
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MARCHETTE CHUTE'S PRACTICE OF BIOGRAPHY 

Having examined Marchette Chute's theories about biography we 

may now turn to an examination of her four biographies of literary 

persons: Geoffrey Chaucer of England. Shakespeare of London, Ben Jonson 

of Westminster and Two Gentle Men. The task of evaluating these 

biographies is left for the final chapter of this work. The purpose here 

is to examine the biographies as objectively as possible. The method 

will be the following: to see the general characteristics of technique 

shown in the individual works and to perceive parallels and differences 

among the four biographies. 

Basically, Marchette Chute's biographies are written according 

to the "silhouette" approach, i.e., the subject is seen in outline moving 

against his background. This approach is taken not out of choice but 

out of necessity. Chaucer lived between 1340 and 1400; Shakespeare 

between 1564 and 1616; Jonson between 1573 and 1637; Herbert between 

1593 and 1633; Herrick between 1591 and 1674. Understandably, facts 

about people who lived anywhere from three hundred to six hundred years 

ago are hard to come by. For one thing sources which were scarce in 

the first place on account of the unavailability of the very means of 

communication, are bound to be lost over the years- In the second place 

(and this holds especially in the case of Shakespeare) men often achieve 

fame only after their deaths; they may move through this world prac­

tically unknown. The best a biographer can do under such circumstances 

is accumulate the relatively few available facts about the subject and 

place them against an illuminated, detailed picture of the times in which 
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the sub jec t l i v e d . This i s what Miss Chute has done. I t i s he r means, 

i f n o t of overcoming the d i f f i c u l t y , of accommodating h e r s e l f to i t -

Marchet te Chute ' s f i r s t biography i s Geoffrey Chaucer of England. 

In r e t r o s p e c t , a t l e a s t , Miss Chute looks upon t h i s f i r s t work as a 

success fu l exper iment . 

I had w r i t t e n a biography of Geoffrey Chaucer, i n which I had 
t r i e d to make a r a t h e r obscure l i f e - s t o r y come c l e a r by l i g h t i n g 
up the background v i v i d l y enough so t h a t the f i g u r e i n the f o r e ­
ground could be s i l h o u e t t e d a g a i n s t i t . The book on Chaucer had 
no t a t t h a t time been pub l i shed , but I f e l t comfortable about i t -
I had succeeded i n doing p r e t t y much what I wanted to do - and I 
f e l t t h a t i f t h i s method worked with Chaucer i t might work with 
Sh ake sp eare a l s o . ! 

Because i t was a success , Geoffrey Chaucer of England became the model 

on which the subsequent Chute b iog raph ie s were fash ioned . 

With Chaucer, d i r e c t informat ion about the man himself was so 

sparse t h a t i t would s ca rce ly f i l l a few pages . For example, the exact 

year of Chaucer ' s b i r t h i s no t known. But a g r ea t dea l of gene ra l 

in format ion about the f o u r t e e n t h cen tury was a v a i l a b l e . The f i r s t 

chap te r of Geoffrey Chaucer of England i s a good example of how Marchet te 

Chute uses a v a i l a b l e background in fo rma t ion . A mention of the m i l i t a r y 

a f f i l i a t i o n s of Chaucer ' s f a t h e r l e ads to a d e t a i l e d d i s c u s s i o n of the 

campaigns i n which the s e n i o r Chaucer engaged; mention of h i s occu­

p a t i o n as a w i n e - e x p o r t ' r l e ads to a s i m i l a r l y d e t a i l e d d i s c u s s i o n of 

the economic and s o c i a l s i g n i f i c a n c e of t h a t occupat ion and th-n to a 

d i s c u s s i o n of the Gu i ld s . In the same way the mention of the Chaucer 

1 Marchet te Chute, "From 'Bad Risk ' t o Best S e l l e r " , i n L ib ra ry 
J o u r n a l , Vol. 76, i s s u e of Oct . 1, 1951, p . 1486. 
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family's home town, London, is the starting point for a look at the 

city covering everything from its geography and politics to its police 

force and water supply. Throughout the book, detail on interesting 

detail is multiplied so that few questions about the background remain 

unanswered. 

Such detail is interesting for its own sake but it has the 

additional function of serving as a kind of reinforcement for the 

biography. .That Marchette Chute cannot state positively as fact because 

of the lack of direct evidence, she can surmise from general evidence 

about the person. She does this often but it is always a safe kind of 

surmisal, a logical progression from a fact to what is almost certainly 

true. And it is put to the reader a.s a surmisal. Chapter II of the 

Chaucer biography illustrates this point. 

John Chaucer's son was given the name of Geoffrey in a formal 
baptism that took place the day after his birth if the custom 
was followed, in his parish church. If John Chaucer was living 
in the Thames Street house Geoffrey was baptized in the Church 
of St. Martin's-in-the-Vinty, which stood in Thames Street only 
a few feet away. 

The point is that there is no infringement on truth because the 

situation is put as a probability and not as a fact. 

A further illustration of this same habit serves as an example 

of another facet of this biography. Amid the general dearth of es­

tablished fact about her man, there springs up occasionally a very 

insignificant fact. When this happens Miss Chute makes the most of it. 

She learns, for example, that young Chaucer as a pageboy was given a 

2 Marchette Chute, Geoffrey Chaucer of England, New York, 
Dutton, 1946, p. 28. 
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new o u t f i t . Here i s how she d e s c r i b e s i t : 

The j e r k i n undoubteclly f i t t e d him very t i g h t l y , f o r the age 
of bu t t ons had dawned and the cour t t a i l o r s were us ing the 
new device to the f u l l . His hose were a l s o supposed t o f i t 
very t i g h t l y , and i f Geoffrey Chaucer were a normal teen-age 
youngster he would have been g r a t i f i e d to f ind t h a t he could „ 
bend over i n h i s new c l o t h e s only wi th the g r e a t e s t d i f f i c u l t y . 

Again the safe surmising i s to be n o t e d . 

Occas iona l ly , though, when the a v a i l a b l e f a c t s do no t warrant 

h e r doing so , Miss Chute w i l l no t t ake the l i b e r t y of even su rmis ing . 

In Chapter IV, r ega rd ing Geoffrey Chaucer ' s educat ion she says t h i s : 

( . . . ) I t i s p o s s i b l e t h a t f o r the seven yea r s for Yi/hich t h e r e i s 
no documentary informat ion he spent most of the time f i n i s h i n g h i s 
educa t i on . The in fe rence i s p l a u s a b l e , but e x a c t l y where he went 
to school w i l l have t o remain a mat te r of c o n j e c t u r e . 4 

This cons t an t n e c e s s i t y of exp la in ing e i t h e r h e r j u s t i f i c a t i o n 

fo r making a c e r t a i n p o i n t o r he r i n a b i l i t y to make i t has the e f f e c t 

of what might be ca l l ed conscious b iography . These f a c t o r s make i t 

imposs ib le f o r Marchette Chute to keep h e r s e l f withdrawn from the work; 

she cannot be the aloof observer who keeps h e r d i s t a n c e . The r eade r 

always has the f e e l i n g t h a t he i s reading a biography; he i s always 

av/are of the biog-rapher ' s problems. 'There i s a good example of t h i s i n 

Chapter X. 

I t i s easy to w r i t e about Chaucer ' s f r i e n d s ; i t i s u n f o r t u n a t e l y 
more d i f f i c u l t to w r i t e about h i s f ami ly . There i s no church 
r e g i s t r y e x t a n t to t e s t i f y to the names of h i s va r ious c h i l d r e n 

3 I b i d . , p . 42 . 

4 I b i d . , p p . 56-57-

UNIVERSITY OF OTTAWA -- SCHOOL OF GRADUATE STUDIES 



UNIVERSITE D'OTTAWA -- ECOLE DES GRADUES 

MARCHETTE CHUTE'S PRACTICE OV BIOGRAPHY 52 

as there are public documents to t e s t i fy to h is f r i ends . 
I f Chaucer had been l e s s l ike himself and more l ike 

Deschamps, h is readers would have known a great deal about 
h i s sons and daughters.5 

Often Miss Chute has a way of covering up so that her presence i s not 

f e l t so keenly by the reader . Regarding Chaucer's t r i p to France she 

says this: 

It was conceivably on the King's business that Chaucer went to 
Calais in July, but since he was given a year's leave it is more 
likely that he went for personal reasons. Chaucer must have been 
a privileged individual in Calais, for his friend, William Beau­
champ, was captain of the town, and another friend of his, Sir 
Philip de la Vache, was Captain of the Castle.6 

Words and expressions such as "conceivably", "more likely" and "must 

have been" betray the biographer's presence but not so forcefully. In 

any case the combination of a finely detailed background and a certain 

legitimate surmisal makes possible the production of a biography that 

would not have otherwise been possible. 

There are other ways in which the reader is made aware of 

Marchette Chute's presence. The mood of the biography, the attitude of 

the biographer towards the subject matter, deserves some discussion here. 

That Miss Chute has a love and enthusiasm for her work and her subjects 

is evident from what has been said in a previous chapter. This atti­

tude shows itself in the actual work. Occasionally, for example, she 

sees fit to insert a wry remark about a person or situation. In Geoffrey 

Chaucer of England, speaking of Parliament's conviction of the necess­

ity of rgising money to finance the war with France, she remarks the 

5 Ibid., p. 145. 

6 Ibid.. p. 218. 
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fo l lowing : 

A census was ordered so that the tax could be levied on all alike, 
and the immediate drop in the population of England was remarkable. 
In some villages hardly a man could be found who possessed a 
taxable aunt or sister-in-law.7 

The humour is dry but pleasant. 

Wholly aside from these occasional flashes of wit, the over-all 

impression one takes from the biography is one of pleasantness. Bio­

grapher and subject are on the best of terms. Hot only does Mass Chute 

enjoy her subject; she likes his friends and his surroundings. The 

medieval period itself is a fascinating one for her. 

Another aspect of Geoffrey Chaucer of England is its criticism 

of Chaucer's works. A reviewer has made this statement about the book: 

3 
"Over half its pages are devoted to his reading and writing." This 

criticism includes detailed analysis of Chaucer's writing in general 

and of particular works. Marchette Chute talks at length of the writers 

and works that influenced Chaucer. Then she moves on to the works 

themselves. For example when dealing with the Romance of the Rose she 

speaks of the versions of this work written by Guillaume de Lorris and 

Jean de Meun and shows to what extent Chaucer adheres to or departs from 

them. Actual textual criticism of all the works is ̂ iven. It is not 

relevant here to examine the criticism as such, however. That is 

important is the manner in which, where it is possible, the criticism is 

integrated with the biography. 

7 Ibid., p. 196. 

8 R.A. Pratt, book review, in Yale Review, Vol- 35, issue of 
June, 1946, p. 764. 

UNIVERSITY OF OTTAWA - SCHOOL OF GRADUATE STUDIES 



UNIVERSITE D'OTTAWA -- ECOLE DES GRADUES 

MARCHETTE CHUTE'S PRACTICE OF BIOGRAPHY 54 

The criticism begins unobtrusively enough in Chapter V but 

assumes more and more place as the book progresses. A good part of the 

time Miss Chute maintains the biographical attitude while she is writing 

criticism by speaking in terms of the writer rather than in terms of the 

wort. A sentence such as the following demonstrates this technique: 

"As a good and obedient follower of the cult of the Rose, Chaucer placed 

The Book of the Duchess within the framework of a dream (...)" . Miss 

Chute might have written: "The Book of the Duchess is placed within the 

framework of a dream." Her manner serves to maintain the focus on her 

subject rather than on his work. She does not do this all the time, but 

often enough to make the reader aware that he is reading what is supposed 

to be a biography and not a piece of criticism first and foremost. 

Another technique whereby Marchette Chute integrates the 

criticism with the biography is the use of biographical or historical 

fact as a point of departure for a passage of criticism. The following 

passage illustrates this technique. 

Chaucer mentions this residence over Aldgate in the only auto­
biographical remark concerning his surroundings to be found in 
his poetry. He says that as soon as his day's work was over he 
did not look for "rest and newe thynges" but hurried home at once 
and buried himself in "another book". He was not even interested, 
he says, in what his neighbors were doing. All he wanted to do 
was to read, and he behaved exactly as a hermit except that he 
was not precisely a man of "abstynence." Having a home of his 
own evidently made it possible for Chaucer to indulge in an 
orgy of reading, and he read with the passion of a man who 
suddenly realizes how many kinds of books there are in the 
world and how few of them he has read. 

The poem from which this autobiographical passage is taken 
is called The House of Fame, and the mark of books is clear upon 
it even without Chaucer's testimony.10 

9 Marchette Chute, Op. cit., p. 92. 

10 Ibid., pp. 108-109. 

UNIVERSITY OF OTTAWA ~ SCHOOL OF GRADUATE STUDIES 



UNIVERSITE D'OTTAWA - ECOLE DES GRADUES 

MARCHETTE CHUTE'S PRACTICE OF BIOGRAPHY 55 

The ensuing eight pages are devoted to an exposition and criticism of 

The House of Fame. The significant thing is that some element of inte­

gration is achieved by the use of this "point of departure" technique. 

The Chaucerian criticism has a most significant position in 

this biography: it is, in the latter half of the book, the element that 

holds the biography together. The dearth of biographical material makes 

it necessary for Marchette Chute to fall back on Chaucer's work to 

achieve unity in her book. The probable order of writing of the Chaucer 

works therefore becomes the main thread upon which the story of Chaucer 

is woven. Earlier in the biography, where facts are a little more 

abundant and surmisal a little safer, the movement can be roughly 

chronological; later on it cannot be chronological, and this is where 

the criticism assumes a unifying function. 

With her second biography, Shakespeare of London, Marchette Chute 

found herself in a happier position with regard to the availability of 

facts. Although information about Shakespeare's life was relatively 

sparse, there was nevertheless a great deal more that could be said with 

certainty about Shakespeare than about Chaucer. Not only were there 

more facts available, but more documents were at Miss Chute's disposal 

from which legitimate conclusions could be made. 

This factor gives rise to the presence of a significant 

difference between Shakespeare of London and Geoffrey Chaucer of England. 

The Chaucer biography must be termed a literary biography because of 

its high criticism content. This is what Miss Chute says about the 

Shakespeare biography» 
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This book i s not a l i t e r a r y b iography . I t does n o t concern 
the p a r t of Shakespeare t h a t was immortal and fo r a l l t ime . 
I t concerns only t h a t p a r t of him t h a t was morta l and belonged 
to the E l i zabe than s t a g e . ! 1 

In o t h e r words, t he biography i s p r i m a r i l y concerned with the 

man as he was known when he l i v e d , and no t with the w r i t e r , no r h i s 

works as such. This p r i n c i p l e i s never l o s t s i g h t of i n the book. 

Even before she d e s c r i b e s t h a t p a r t of h i s l i f e t h a t has t o do with the 

s t age Miss Chute n e v e r t h e l e s s has the s tage i n mind. In Chapter I , 

speaking of Y/ i l l iam's f a t h e r , John, she w r i t e s : "He had a l s o become 

the f a t h e r of a son named William who had a cons ide rab le success on 

12 
the London s t a g e . " In those p a r t s of the biography t h a t de sc r i be 

Shakespea re ' s a d u l t l i f e the focus i s on Shakespeare as an a c t o r and 

only i n c i d e n t a l l y as a w r i t e r . Indeed, the o rde r followed i n t r a c i n g 

the s u b j e c t ' s l i f e i s the probable o rder of the produc t ion of Shakes­

p e a r e ' s p l ays* A g r e a t dea l of the background i s background of the 

t h e a t e r . Chapter V, for i n s t a n c e , i s devoted to a d i s cus s ion of the 

a r t of a c t i n g , the d i f f i c u l t i e s involved , the techniques favored by 

the E l i zabe than t h e a t e r , the r e p e r t o r y system, e t c . The r e s u l t i s t h a t 

Shakespeare s t ands i n s i l h o u e t t e aga in s t the v iv id and d e t a i l e d back­

ground of the world of the E l izabe than t h e a t e r . 

This i s no t to say t h a t t he re i s no c r i t i c i s m i n Shakespeare of 

London, There i s some d i scuss ion of Shakespeare ' s poems and the re i s 

an appendix devoted to the sonne t s . As for the p l a y s they are d e a l t 

11 Marchet te Chute, Forward, i n Shakespeare of London, New York, 
Dut ton , 1946, p . i x . 

12 Marchet te Chute, Shakespeare of London, p . 2 . 
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with more as t h e a t r i c a l p roduc t ions than as l i t e r a r y p i e c e s . A good 

case i n p o i n t i s Romeo and J u l i e t which Marchette Chute d i s c u s s e s i n 

Chapter V I I . ° Every phase of the f i r s t p roduc t ion of t h i s p l ay i s 

de sc r i bed : i t s l i c e n s i n g , i t s adap ta t i on for the s t a ^ o , the w r i t i n g of 

i n d i v i d u a l a c t o r s ' p a r t s , the c a s t i n g , the music, cost.ui.rs and s e t t i n g , 

r e h e a r s a l s , f i n e s and a d v e r t i s i n g . There fol lows a s h o r t c r i t i c i s m of 

the p l ay - from the po in t of view of i t s e f f e c t i v e n e s s as a s tage 

p roaucx ion . There i s l i t t l e t e x t u a l c r i t i c i s m of any of the p l a y s . 

Through the chap te r s i n which the p l a y s are d i s cus sed , focus i s 

main ta ined on Shok~sperre as the w r i t e r of the p l a y s , as an a c t o r i n 

them, or as the i n t e r e s t e d observer in t h e i r p r o d u c t i o n , '/here a d i r e c t 

f a c t a1:cut Shakespeare cannot be l e g i t i m a t e l y made, a t t e n t i o n on him i s 

mainta ined by s t a tements of surmisal about 1 im. And again such s t a t e ­

ments are p re sen ted as surmisal and no t as f a c t . This i s the case i n 

a l l of Marchet te Chu te ' s b i o g r v - h i e s , for ] l e r concern, f i r s t and foremoct 

i s a u t h e n t i c i t y . To achieve t h i s q u a l i t y in Shakespeare of London che 

p l a c e s h e r s e l f under a. pa r l i c iHHr ly s t r i n g e n t r e s t r i c t i o n . She mentions 

t h i s i n the Forward of the b iography . 

In dea l i ng with S h a k e ; ^ e a r e ' s l i f e , I have taken Y/ha+ teems to 
me the L.'f^st course and have based i t e n t i r e l y on contemporary 
documents. I have used no evidoucc Ihr.t i o da ted l a t e r than 
1635; an'- I have accepted a document as l a t e as t h i s (n ine teen 
gea r s a f t e r Shakespea re ' s de t t ' i ) only because i t r e co rds tes t imony 
given by Cuthbert Burba 0e, the l a s t su rv ivo r of the o r i g i n a l 
group of London the : . te r m^n ' t o had worked with Shakespeare . 

The n e c e s s i t y f o r such a move i s subsequent ly ox^lain. ju. 

13 I b i d . , pp. 152-168. 

14 Marchette Chute, Forward, in Shakespeare of London, p. xL-
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It was not until the Restoration that anyone was sufficiently 
interested in Shakespeare's life to begin writing about it, and 
by that time all the men who had known him were dead and the 
conditions under which he had worked had completely disappeared. 
.That the men of the R< storation wrote about Shakespeare has had 
an enormous influence on all subsequent biographies and cannot 
be altogether ignored. On the other hand, it has no documentary 
support and cannot legitimately be included in the body of this 
particular book.1^ 

The effect of such a situation is tha/t Marchette Chute more than 

ever finds it necessary to impose herself on her biography. The legends 

that have been built up about Shalcespeare are mentioned and then either 

accepted or rejected. The exposition and explanation that this necessi­

tates breaks in on the narrative. Examples of this show themselves 

constantly. Here is one. 

It has been suggested that on one hot evening in July, when 
William Shakespeare was eleven years old, he was taken to the 
castle at Kenilworth to see part of the show with which the 
Earl of Leicester was entertaining Queen Elizabeth... It is 
very unlikely, in any case, that Shalcespeare would have been 
allowed to leave school in July to make so long a trip. Fifteen 
miles in those days was a journey of real magnitude; and since 
no one in Stratford could have known how charmingly suitable 
it would have been for England's great future dramatist to meet 
England's great queen, it must remain exceedingly unlikely that 
he ever made the trip to Kenilworth at all.!6 

Mention has already been made of the great amount of time and 

painstaking research that have gone into this biography. The background 

here is particularly well illuminated. Facts are often chosen for their 

interest and entertainment value. The book is sprinkled with passages 

such as the following: 

An inhabitant of Stratford was fined if he let his dog go 
unmuzzled, if his duck wandered, if he played cards "or any 

15 Idem. 

16 Marchet te Chute, Shalcespeare of London, p . 2 1 . 
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other unlawful games", if his children were not at home by eight 
o'clock in the summertime, if he failed to sweep his gutters or if 
he borrowed gravel from the town gravel pits. ' 

As an occasion in Shakespeare's life or one closely associated 

with him is presented, Miss Chute will take the opportunity to talk about 

some relevant topic that is suggested. When she records the Christmas, 

1594 stand of the Chamberlain's company at Queen Elizabeth's court, she 

takes advantage of the situation to open a discussion on Queen Elizabeth. 

Similarly, the following statement is a signal for the launching of a 

long discussion about James I: "From the point of view of Shakespea.re 

and his fellow actors, the most important question about the new kind 

18 
was how he felt about the theater." 

Frequent and lengthy presentation of background material, 

interesting as it is in itself, raises a problem. The danger is that the 

subject of the biography may be easily lost sight of. This danger is 

increased in biographies where the subject's life is obscure. Miss Chute 

maintains focus on her subject, despite the difficulty, by referring to 

Shakespeare in those chapters that do not deal directly with him. All 

but two of the chapters have in their last paragraph some significant 

statement about him; many of the chapters begin with paragraphs in which 

his name is mentioned. Thus, by alluding to her subject at such key 

points Marchette Chute keeps him constantly in vie\/ and incidentally 

achieves the continuity that is essential to the biography. 

17 Ibid., pp. 2-3. 

18 Ibid., p. 254. 
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Shakespeare of London is essentially the same type of biography 

as Geoffrey Chaucer of England, biography in silhouette. Marchette 

Chute writes in her Forward to the Shalcespeare biography. 

(...) There has been a tendency to take each aspect of Shakes­
peare's career separately and brood upon it, instead of setting 
his career as a whole against the background of his own day. Any 
man will become incomprehensible if he is isolated from his 
bacKground. 

In the same Forward the following statement appears: "More is known 

about Shakespeare than about any other playwright of the period with 

20 
the single exception of Ben Jonson." Marchette Chute's next biography 

is Ben Jonson of Westminster. To say that more information is available 

about Jonson than about Shakespeare is not to say very much, ,/ith Jonson 

Jhere is still the problem that plagued Marchette Chute in the two 

earlier biographies - lack of reliable information. Miss Chute refers 

to this lack. 

Ver_ little is known about Jonson's family or about his private 
life. The lives of most Elizabethan writers are shadowy enough, 
since the age of biography had not yet dawned, but Jonson was 
especially hard to trace since his name was so common. ! 

One senses that the voluminous research that went into Shakes-

pea-re of London provided Marchette Chute with a large segment of t.e 

material used in Ben Jonson of Westminster. It must have opened her 

eyes to the presence of another interesting subject- Information about 

the Jonson biography is not as readily available as for the previous two 

works. Whereas the other biographies have Forwards or Appendices that 

19 Marchette Chute, Forward, in Shalcespeare of London, L . ix. 

20 Idem. 

21 Marchette Chute, Ben Jonson of /estminster, Hew York, Dutton, 
1953, p. 44. ' 
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shed some light on the author's particular purposes, problems and 

methods, Ben Jonson of Westminster has none. Nor is there any periodical 

article in which Miss Chute talks about this book. One may justifiably 

conclude, therefore, that it presented no peculiar problems, and that a 

large bulk of the work was done even before a life of Jonson was thought 

of. 

Ben Jonson of Westminster covers the life and times of a man 

who was a contemporary of Shakespeare. Consequently a great deal of the 

general religious, political and social background is the same. Jonson 

and Shakespeare were both poets and playwright.^ 33 well. As a natter 

of fact, identical pieces of information are used in the two books ii 

many cases. The following material from Ben Jonson of Westminster might 

have been used, and is used (in a different way), in Shakespeare of 

London. 

.Then Ben Jonson entered the theater , two great acting companies 
dominated the London horizon. Of these two, the Chamberlain's 
company had the more i n t e l l i gen t organization and the longer l i f e , 
for the actors were close personal fr iends as well as experienced 
men of the theater and they operated as a self-contained democratic 
uni t - .Villiam Shakespeare belonged to t h i s company and remaiied 
with i t as long as he stayed in the thea te r . Another member was 
Richard Burbage, who was rapidly becoming the most popular 
performer in London and who scored a personal triumph in the 
lead of Shakespeare's Richard I I I . 2 2 

In t h i s passage, of course, the focus i s on Jonson, whereas Shakespeare 

and Burbage are mentioned in passing. But there i s nothing nev about 

any of the information i t s e l f . 

There are , however, whole areas of background pecul iar to Ben 

Jonson of Westminster. One of these i s the Classics f i e l d . Jonson i s 

22 I b i d . , p . 46. 
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seen against this background throughout, from his youth when his edu­

cation was geared along Classic lines, to his writing which was the 

product of a mind steeped in the subject matter and discipline of the 

Classics. 

Jonson is seen, too, against the background of the theater. As 

was the case in the Shakespeare work there is little textual criticism. 

The plays are criticized not as literary pieces but as theatrical 

productions with emphasis, where possible, on their biographical aspect. 

The criticism of Every Man in His Humour furnishes a good illustration 

of this last point. 

Only once does Jonson's fierceness break through. This is towards 
the end of the play when the prose suddenly changes to verse and 
the hero launches into a long speech on the subject of poetry. 
Poetry is a holy thing, fit only to be seen by grave and conse­
crated eyes, and yet it was currently being travestied and misused 
in the theater- The men who wrote the plays were the ones Sidney 
had called 'poet-apes' and it seemed a shocking thing to Jonson 

That such lean, ignorant and blasted wits, 
Such brainless gulls, should utter their stolen wares 
With such applause in our vulgar ears, 
Or that their slubbered lines have current pass 
From the fat judgments of the multitude.^ 

Another area of activity that is particularly well detailed in 

Ben Jonson of Westminster is Jonson's career as a masque writer- The 

years during which Jonson collaborated with Ini^o Jones at the commission 

of the Court are vividly portrayed. There seems to be more detailed 

information available regarding the masques than there is about the plays 

and Marchette Chute takes full advantage of it. In this biography the 

productions of the masques and the plays give the continuity to the story 

23 Ibid., pp. 68-59. 
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they are the thread upon which the story is spun. 

There is a constant attempt in Ben Jonson of Westminster to hold 

up Jonson in contrast to Shakespeare. The habit of Marchette Chute of 

drawing parallels and contrasts is nothing new. In both Geoffrey Chaucer 

of England and Shakespeare of London she devotes extensive space to the 

contemporaries of her subjects. However the contrast between the 

personality and writing of Jonson and Shalcespeare in the Jonson biography 

assumes more than incidental importance. Miss Chute constantly refers 

to the paradox of Shalcespeare and Jonson (the former, a disciplined man 

in behaviour but in his writing unhampered by the conventions of art; 

the latter, erratic in his personal life but conformist in his writing), 

because it is an effective way of portraying the personality of Ben 

Jonson. 

Essentially, Ben Jonson of Westminster is in the tradition of 

Marchette Chute's two earlier biographies. Her next work, Two Gentle Men> 

is the same type of biography as well, but there are technical differences 

about it that require explanation. In other words, it is biography in 

silhouette but within this framework something new is attempted. 

Two Gentle Men contains two separate biographies: Part I is the 

life of George Herbert; Part II the life of Robert Herrick. Marchette 

Chute explains why she wanted to write about these two men. 

They are two of the loveliest poets Hi the English language 
and I thought they might be contrasted effectively since Herbert's 
religious poetry is that of a saint and Herrick's love songs are 
those of a delightful devil. 4 

24 Marchette Chute, "How a Book Grows'; in Library Journal, Vol. 84, 
issue of September 1, 1959, p. 2431. 
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The statement also suggests why both lives are included between 

the same covers. In a way it could be said that Miss Chute is merely 

doing here in a much more organized and conscious fashion what she had 

done in Ben Jonson of ./ectminster with Jonson and Shakespeare: using 

the element of contrast to make the picture of her subject clearer-

It is interesting to note that the final product was not at all 

what Marchette Chute had planned at the outset. She writes in this 

connection: 

It was not going to be the two brief, unlinked sketches I had 
originally intended. Instead I would place my two poets against 
a moving panorama telling the background material in straight 
chronological order and lighting up Herbert and Herrick against 
it.25 

The particular background against which Herrick and Herbert are seen is 

that of the contemporary Church of England in which both men were 

country parsons. The religious background of the lrte sixteenth and 

early seventeenth century was an area of which Miss Chute, by her own 

admission, had previously not been too cognisant. Her previous research 

into this period had not necessitated a deep investigation of this area 

because Shalcespeare and Jonson were not particularly religiously 

motivated men. With Herbert and Herrick though, religious background 

was essential. 

In the opening chapters of the Herbert biography Marchette Chute 

relies heavily on background material. The opening chapter is taken up 

with an introduction to the Herbert family. George is not mentioned 

until page sixteen and then only briefly, and it is not until the end 

25 Ibid., p. 2432. 
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of the chap te r t h a t he i s mentioned a g a i n . The OjjunL.^ c h a p t e r s dea l 

with the school he a t I ended, the s i tu . - t ion a t Cambridge when he was 

t h e r e and only o c c a s i o n a l l y a re t h e r e d i r e c t a l l u s i o n s made to George 

H e r b e r t . Again, the reason i,; the lack of a u t h e n t i c a t e d fs.ct about him, 

as Miss Chut- e x p l a i n s . 

The only a v a i l a b l e informs.tion about H e r b e r t ' s childhood comes 
from I s a a c Walton, .-/bo wrote a s e r i e s of shor t Lives with 11" 
same a f f e c t i o n a t e care he lav ished on f i s h i n g . The biography 
of " e r b - r t was w r i t t e n n e a r l y f o r t y y^ar-. a f t e r h i s death as 
a product of Wal ton 's old age, and i t i s d e l i b e r a t e l y designed 
to be the l i f e of a s a i n t . 2 5 

For the l a t e r chap te r s on Herber t , Marchette Chute was more 

f o r t u n a t e for she had a t h e r d i s p o s a l a pe r sona l record of '.he h i g h e s t 

v a l u e , H e r b e r t ' s c o l l e c t e d poems, The Temple. Miss Chute p o i n t s to the 

b i o g r a p h i c a l value of t h i s book. 

A gentleman keeps h i s emotions to h imsel f , and the re was 
e v i d e n t l y very l i t t l e in H e r b e r t ' s outward manner to show 
h i s l o n e l i n e s s , h i s r e s t l e s s n e s s , the anguish of a man v/ho 
had l o s t h i s way. He kept, t h i s f o r the poems he wrote i n 
Eng l i sh , the poems t h a t were n o t publ ished dur ing h i s l i f e t i m e 
and i n ..hich he showed h i s h e a r t . ^ 

That The Temple was au tob iograph ica l and in tended by Herber t t o be so , 

Kiss Chute f u r n i s h e s proof: 

The book had one value i n H e r b e r t ' s eyes- I t was a record of 
what he had gone through before he found peace , "a p i c t u r e of 
the many s p i r i t u a l c o n f l i c t s t h a t had passed be twix t God and my 
soul before I could sub jec t mine to the w i l l of Jesus my Master 
i n whose s e r v i c e I have now found p e r f e c t peace ."28 

26 Marchet te Chute, Two Gentle Men, New York, Dut ton, 1959, p . 2 2 . 

27 I b i d . , p . 106. 

28 I b i d . , p . 148 . 
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The information furnished in The Temple is not in the nature of facts 

about Herbert's life; rather it is the account of the psychological 

struggle within Herbert concerning his vocation. For those chapters in 

which the struggle is exposed Miss Chute relies heavily on the poetry. 

She quotes directly passages that illustrate aspects of the struggle. 

With regard to his career in the ministry, for example, Marchette Chute 

writes the following. 

He experienced many times, for instance, a furious sense of 
having been trapped into giving his life to a service in which 
he could not succeed and from which he could not escape. All 
the worlds of love and courtliness and learning were open to 
him as an aristocrat, and it sometimes infuriated him to be 
bound by so tight a tether. 

Full of rebellion, I would die, 
Or fight, or travel, or deny 
That Thou hast aught to do with me.29 

Marchette Chute's close reliance on Herbert's poetry for 

biographical purposes gives rise to a good deal of literary criticism 

of the poems. The two go hand in hand. One can hardly conceive of an 

author being aware of good poetry without saying it is good and why it 

is good. There is more criticism per se in the first half of Two Gentle 

Men than in either the Shakespeare or Jonson biography. 

The Robert Herrick section of Two Gentle Men begins on a 

significant note. The first paragraph emphasizes the dual approach 

that is taken, an approach that is maintained throughout Marchette 

Chute's portrayal of the life of Herrick. 

George Herbert and Robert Herrick were born less than two 
years apart and they had several things in common. Both 
of them graduated from the University of Cambridge, both 

29 Ibid., pp. 110-111. 
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of them became country clergymen i n the same year of 1630, and 
both of them produced a s i n g l e book of poems.30 

The dual approach s t r e s s e s n o t only the p a r a l l e l between the two but 

the c o n t r a s t as w e l l , and the same f i r s t paragraph Ooes on to say: 

But the Church of England needed a wide roof to accomodate two 
men as un l ike as the s a i n t l y r e c t o r of Bemerton and the somewhat 
pagan v i c a r of Dean P r i o r . 3 ! 

With regard to sources of informat ion about h e r man Marchatte 

Chute i s n o t as f o r t u n a t e i n H e r r i c k ' s poe t ry as she v/as i n H e r b e r t ' s . 

Robert H e r r i c k ' s Hesperides i s , on the whole, n o t a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l . 

When i t i s au tob iog raph ica l she t akes due advantage . 

A remote p a r i s h l i k e Dean P r i o r was probably even l e s s c i v i l i z e d 
than the one a t Bemerton and some of H e r r i c k ' s most s c u r r i l o u s 
epigrams seem to be po in ted a t h i s own p a r i s h i o n e r s . Or perhaps 
i t i s only a coincidence t h a t some of the names he used , Scobble 
and nudge, Dundridge and Coone appear a l so i n the Dean P r i o r 
r e g i s t e r . 2 

As usua l t he re i s the problem of s c a r c i t y of r e l i a b l e m a t e r i a l . 

Miss Chute remarks, fo r i n s t a n c e : 

I t i s n o t known what Robert Herr ick was doing dur ing the 
Commonwealth except for a l a t e r r e p o r t t h a t a t the end of • 
the pe r iod he was l i v i n g in S t . Anne's p a r i s h i n Westminster . 

To solve the dile..ima, however, she r e s o r t s to h e r usua l method of safe 

surmi s a l . 
I t i s no t improbable t h a t Her r ick was l i v i n g i n S t - Anne's Lane. 
I t was nea r the Almomy, where Her r ick i c kno\,n to have been l i v i n ^ 
on an e a r l i e r occas ion , and would be a n a t u r a l p lace of r e s idence^ 
for a man with so many , /e^tminster connec t ions .34 

30 I b i d . , p . 155 . 

31 Idem. 

32 I b i d . , p p . 206-207-

33 I b i d . , p . 265. 

34 Idem. 
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It seems evident enough that Marchette Chute's treatment of her 

five subjects is essentially the same. Her type of biography is best 

described in her own term - biography in silhouette. There are 

accidental differences among the biographies but they are differences 

that spring from the relative availability of information about her 

subjects. The task of appraisal of Marchette Chute's biography: of 

seeing it in the light of her own theory and in the light of what is 

recognized as pure biography shall be the task of the final chapter 
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EVALUATION 

Now t h a t some study has been made of Marchette Chu te ' s b iograph­

i e s and of he r i dea s about what biography should be i t seems a p p r o p r i a t e 

to see the ex t en t t o which h e r p r a c t i c e i s consonant with h e r t h e o r y . 

The expos i t i on of Miss Chute ' s theory of biography has shown t h a t h e r 

views a re c o n s i s t e n t with those of Harold Nico lson . With Hicolson , she 

b e l i e v e s t h a t a biography must be completely a u t h e n t i c , t h a t i t must 

p o r t r a y the i n d i v i d u a l i t y and p e r s o n a l i t y of the s u b j e c t , and t h a t i t 

must be a r t i s t i c . 

To say t h a t Marchette Chute i s an a u t h e n t i c w r i t e r a t t h i s p o i n t 

seems a n t i - c l i m a c t i c - In the chap te r s of t h i s s tudy t h a t concern h e r 

theory and p r a c t i c e of biography t h i s q u a l i t y has been i l l u s t r a t e d aga in 

and a g a i n . The p r o p e n s i t y of Miss Chute fo r a u t h e n t i c i t y i s no th ing 

l e s s than remarkable . One of the most s t r i k i n g examples of t h i s p a s s i o n 

fo r a u t h e n t i c i t y i s i n connection with Shalcespeare of London, where she 

refused to accept any source which d id no t appear w i th in n i n e t e e n y e a r s 

of h e r s u b j e c t ' s d e a t h . This move borders on the exaggera ted . John A. 

Garra ty makes a l l u s i o n to t h i s : 

Some au tho r s b e l i e v e t h a t these b iog raph ie s ( i . e . , e a r l i e r 
b i o g r a p h i e s of the sub jec t ) should not even be read by the 
l a t e r w r i t e r - t h a t t h e i r i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s may in f luence h i s 
and, i n any c a s e , t h a t he should ve r i f y a l l evidence by 
r e fe rence to primary s o u r c e s . Marchet te Chute, fo r i n s t a n c e , 
c la ims t h a t i n h e r l i f e of Shakespeare she used only sources 
which appeared wi th in nineteen yea r s of he r h e r o ' s d e a t h . 
While i t i s c e r t a i n l y wifae to t r a c e a l l f a c t s to t h e i r 
u l t i m a t e o r i g i n s t h e r e i s no reason why a f a i r minded author 
cannot read secondary accounts and take advantage of t h e 
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information and ins ights that they may offer- Ear l ie r works 
frequently contain valuable evidence not obtainable elsewhere, 
even though they may be poor biographies. The author, for 
example, may have known the subject himself, in which case 
h i s book wil l probably be fu l l of f irsthand accounts of great 
po ten t ia l importance. Such material may be suspect and should 
be checked but i t ought not to be ignored.1 

Garraty 's objection may hold generally, but in view of Miss Chute's 

discoveries about the unsound premises of Shakespeare's Restoration 

biographers i t has l i t t l e value when applied to Marchette Chute's 

self-imposed r e s t r i c t i o n in writing Shakespeare of London. 

In view of Marchette Chute's caution there , however, one wonders 

about the s i tuat ion with regard to her biography of George Herbert, in 

Two Gentle Men. Two Gentle Men i s appendaged by six pages en t i t l ed 

"Walton's Biography of Herbert"- Here i s the opening paragraph: 

Izaak Walton published h i s l i f e of George Herbert in 1670, 
when he was in h is l a t e seventies and l iv ing as a guest in 
the palace of the Bishop of Winchester. Unlike h i s ee.rlier 
Lives, which were writ ten on request, t h i s one was "a free-wil l 
o f f e r i n g . . . writ chiefly to please myself-" His other motive 
in wri t ing the l i t t l e book on Herbert was to show the 
Restoration clergy what the l i f e of a minister in the Church 
of England ought to be . Walton was troubled when he con­
sidered "how few of the clergy lived l ike him then, and how 
many l ive so unlike him now," and he wrote the biography to 
supply "a pat tern of v i r tue to a l l pos t e r i t y , and especial ly 
to h i s brethren of the c le rgy ." 2 

In other words, for Marchette Chute, the authent ic i ty of Walton's l i f e 

of Herbert i s questionable: Walton had a thes is and the danger was tha t 

the t ru th would suffer . One therefore i s somev/hat surprised to find 

1 John A. Garraty, The Nature of Biography, New York, Knopf, 
1957, p . 212. 

2 Marchette Chute, Two Gentle Men, New York, Dutton, 1959, p . 277 
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that in her life of Herbert Miss Chute uses Walton as a source. Con­

cerning the burial of Herbert's mother she writes the following: 

She was buried on the eighthof June in the parish church of 
St. Luke's, which stood east of Danvers House on the other 
side of the lane, but her funeral sermon was delayed until 
the first of July so that John Donne could deliver it. He 
had known and loved her for a quarter of a century, and 
Izaek: Walton, who /as in the church that day, saw him 
openly weeping. Walton saw George Herbert also, tall,"very 
straight" and very thin.3 

And there are other references from Walton. 

There is surely a lack of consistency here. Walton wrote his 

life some forty years after Herbert's death. Marchette Chute is accept­

ing facts furnished by a man she knows to be prejudiced taken from a 

work that is far removed in time from its subject's life. In justice 

to Miss Chute, however, it must be stressed that material having its 

source in '.Talton is prefixed by the fact that it is - and is therefore 

presented with a certain reservation. 

There are numerous times in Marchette Chute's biographies when 

facts are presented with reservations, and it is this that gives rise 

to one fault of her work. The Chute biographies are too tentative. The 

"probably's", "possibly's", "perhaps's"; the frequent necessity of 

prefixing statements with "it seems safe to assume", "it may have been 

that", "it is almost certain that": these factors infringe upon the 

story to the extent that something is lost. Certainly this is not the 

fault of the biographer; it is the fault of circumstances that have 

their particular causes in the scarcity of proven information about the 

3 Ibid., p. 104. 
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subjects chosen. But be that as it may, something of the conviction 

of the biography is destroyed. It is fortunate that more information 

is available about the times than about the men. Miss Chute does not 

have to be tentative about her background material and this is what 

gives her men their silhouette appearance. 

There is another objection about Marchette Chute's biographies 

that can be raised at this time. It was said above that "material 

having its source in Walton is prefixed by the fact that it is?" This 

statement calls for an obvious question: How do we know it is? The 

question is necessary because time after time in each of the biographies 

Miss Chute gives facts without mentioning their source. How then can 

one safely say that material having its source in Walton is prefixed 

by the fact that is? Simply because one who has read the biographies 

and the articles of Marchette Chute cannot but be convinced of her 

honesty, and one can safely presume that where a statement is of doubt­

ful value she will present it as such. 

The objection that Marchette Chute does not always give her 

source is a legitimate one* G.E. Harrison, for one, takes exception 

to this habit and explains why: 

Shakespeare of London can be recommended as a good book for the 
public for which it was written. Students will not find it so 
useful. It is not mere pedantry in scholars which demands that 
the author of a book about the past shall acknowledge the sources 
of her facts. From time to time Miss Chute makes interesting 
statements which the curious and interested reader will wish to 
pursue; but without the source he is left wondering where the 
author found the fact or v/hether she invented it. 

There is also a matter of literary ethics involved. In 1931, 
for instance, Dr. Leslie Hotson published his discovery of a new 
and interesting fact about Shakespeare which he had unearthed 
from the Public Record Office in London. A modern author who 
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uses that fact should at least acknowledge the debt to Dr. 
Hotson; it is not enough merely to include his book Shakespeare 
vs Shallod amongst the other works listed in the ten pages of 
select bibliography. There is, admittedly, such a prejudice 
against footnotes in popular books that the author has always 
to face the problem of whether to take the cash of popular 
sale or to let the credits go. I believe that Miss Chute has 
made the wrong choice, for with proper documentation this would 
have been a most useful book for all students of Shakespeare.4 

There is value, of course, in this criticism. Scholarship demands that 

all sources be acknowledged. To imply, however, that Marchette Chute's 

choice of her course of action was prompted by monetary considerations 

is grossly unjust. Consider, for example, these statements of Miss 

Chute • 

A single paragraph has sometimes been built up frd a dozen 
different sources of information, and to list these sources 
would in some cases take more room than the writing itself 
now occupies. The bibliography lists only a fraction of the 
books that were used in preparing the text, and I am sorry 
that lack of space has made it impossible to give individual 
credit to the thousands of publications, from the middle of 
the sixteenth century to the middle of the twentieth that 
have helped me in writing Shakespeare of London. ̂  

This does not excuse Marchette Chute's neglect of the traditional 

technics of scholarship, but it explains her problem adequately and 

absolves her from Harrison's over-simplified accusation. 

There can be no doubt about Marchette Chute's scholarship. 

Critics, though wary at first of assigning so sacred a title on one who 

has disregarded some of its technical aspects, later have acknowledged 

this* With reference to Ben Jonson of Westminster, C.J. Rolo says this: 

4 G.B. Harrison, book review, in Commonweal, Vol. 52, No. 6, 
issue of May 19, 1950, p. 156. 

5 Marchette Chute, Forward, in Shakespeare of London, New York, 
Dutton, 1949, p. xii-

UNIVERSITY OF OTTAWA SCHOOL OF GRADUATE STUDIES 



UNIVERSITE D'OTTAWA ~ ECOLE DES GRADUES 

EVALUATION 74 

"Miss Chute combines with a painstaking scholarship a gift for bringing 

facts to life." Richard D. Altick puts it this way: 

In popular biography restraint is a virtue considerable as it 
is rare. It is difficult - how difficult nobody can know 
who has not tried it - to assimilate the contents of hundreds 
of specialized and complicated books and articles, and then 
to distill their essential facts into an easily comprehended 
narrative without doing violence to the truth. Miss Chute's 
sense of responsibility has won her the respect of professional 
scholars, who are notoriously chary of bestowing their blessing 
on avowed popularizers. 

The most meticulous efforts of scholars to get at the truth may 

sometimes meet with failure and if Marchette Chute is occasionally 

caught in error it may be ascribed to human frailty. Oscar* James 

Campbell, writing about Shakespeare of London, alludes to this. 

She is sometimes unwary of her interpretation of the evidence -
as when she assumes that "Shakespeare broke with his wife, Anne, 
within two or three years of his marriage" and that in London 
he 'vas always a lodger in some other man's house. The fact is 
that Shakespeare was himself a householder in the Parish of 
St. Helen in the year 1596. The high taxes assessed against 
his dwelling show that it was commodious enough to provide 
ample quarters for his family of five. There is no proof on 
earth that they did not live with him. It is only logical to 
assume that they did. 

However, Campbell goes on to say that in the long run this is not grave. 

Occasionally Miss Chute misreads the evidence and even falls 
into a few errors of fact, but these are really minor 
blemishes on an otherwise excellent piece of imaginative 
scholarship.^ 

6 C.J. Rolo, book review, in Atlantic Monthly, Vol- 192, issue 
of November, 1953, p. 108. 

7 Richard D- Altick, "How Lives Are Written", in The Nation, 
Vol. 184, issue of December 19, 1959, p. 470. 

C Oscar James Campbell, book review, in Saturday Review, 
Vol. 33, issue of April 1, 1950, p. 14. 

9 Idem. 
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The pr incip le of authent ic i ty as applied to the wri t ing of 

biography i s , of course, int imately connected with scholarship. The 

second pr inc ip le of pure biography, the portrayal of the subjec t ' s 

personal i ty and ind iv idua l i ty , i s not so d i rec t ly connected with scholar­

ship, but there i s an ind i rec t connection: the material from which the 

sub jec t ' s personal i ty i s b u i l t up must be f ac tua l . But the task of 

portraying personal i ty i s not i t s e l f one of scholarship, but ra ther of 

craftsmanship- 0i\a. cannot help but think of Boswell's Life of Jonson 

as an example of personali ty portrayal at i t s be s t . Boswell succeeded 

in building up a l iv ing p ic ture of Johnson for two reasons: f i r s t , he 

had the fac ts to work with; second, he had the g i f t for using the fac t s 

towards building up the personal i ty of h is man. Any discussion of 

Marchette Chute's portrayal of personal i ty must be seen in the l igh t of 

the fac t that the information needed to portray, in any great de^th, 

the personal i ty of her subjects was unavailable to Miss Chute. The depth 

of personal i ty portrayal of Marchette Chute's subjects var ies in d i rec t 

proportion to the ava i l ab i l i t y of facts about them. Thus, very l i t t l e 

of Chaucer's personal i ty comes out; George Herbert i s somewhat b e t t e r 

developed especia l ly in h i s career as an Anglican clergyman for which 

Miss Chute draws heavily from h i s autobiographical The Temple. 

That has been said previously about the tentat iveness of Mar­

chette Chute's biography can be applied to her depiction of persona l i ty . 

She must be careful about drawing conclusions: the fac t s are simply 

not there ; the anecdotes are not r e l i a b l e . And so the personal i ty 

aspect suffers and i t s depiction resolves i t s e l f in to statements of 

t h i s type: 
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All the contemporary evidence about Shakespeare unites to show 
that in his professional life he was a relaxed and happy man, 
almost incapable of talcing off nee. lie did not participate in 
any of the literary feuds of the period, which recur in every 
century but were particularly numerous in the Elizabethan age, 
with its delightful talent for invective- As a contemporary 
of his, Sir John Davies, said admiringly of "our English 
Terence, Master William Shakespeare" 

Thou hast no railing but a reigning wit-

Part of his dislike of "railing" can be laid to Shakespeare's 
natural good temper and instinctive courtesy, which earned him 
the title of "0entle" Shalcespeare, but some of it mu^t have been 
caused by the favorable conditions that surrounded his pro­
fessional life- He vrorked for sixteen years without friction 
and without restraint in the art he had chosen, sure of himself, 
of his tools and of his results. Professionally he was a 
fortunate man, and equally fortunate were the men who had the 
privilege of working with hirn.iO 

This is personality portrayal but it is too general and too tentative 

to bring Shakespeare to life. 

As has been mentioned, Marchette Chute achieves her greatest 

success with personality portrayal in her life of Herbert in Two Gentle 

Men - Such a passage as the following, for example, does more to define 

the individuality of Herbert than any number of possibilities and 

probabilities. 

To feel nothing but disorder in a world of natural order, 
nothing but uselessnes3 in a universe of use, made Merbert 
long for some kind of a simple, innocent solution that 
would bring his life into a cl^ar pattern again. But 
he knew quite well that this sort of remedy was not 
available to him. He was a tense, complex, highly edu­
cated man who had dedicated his life to the service of 
a difficult God and who now knew the agony of being more 
distant than ever from his goal.11 

10 Marchette Chute, Shakespeare of London, p. 134. 

11 Marchette Chute, Two Gentle "Men, p. 108. 
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Generally, though, Marchette Chute fails in the depiction of 

personality. The failure is not one attributable to her- The biographitc 

she writes were never intended to be studies in depth of her subjects, as 

her frequent use of the term "silhouette" to describe her type of 

biography indicates. It must be said, however, that where circumstances 

allow, her depiction of personality is excellent. It is to her credit, 

not only as a scholar but as a biographer as well, that she does not 

stretch the truth to create an interesting character. 

7/e may turn now to a discussion of the biographies of Marchette 

Chute in conrection with the third requisite of pure biography, the art­

istic element. The extent to which a biography may be artistic lias 

already been discussed. Allusion has been made as well to the relation­

ship between this artistic element and the second requisite of pure 

biography, the portrayal of personality. Although authentic information 

about her subjects is too scarce to allow Miss Chute to present a 

continuous portrayal of them in depth, there is sufficient evidence to 

show that, given the material to work with, the personality would have 

been forthcoming. 

This is not to say that there is nothing- artistic about biography 

in silhouette. C.J. Rolo points to the particular artistic merit of 

Shakespeare of London. He speaks of the detailed background presented 

by Marchette Chute and then goes on, "Fitted against this painstakingly 

recreated background, Shakespeare's career takes shape in clearer 

+ • -12 perspective. 

12 C.J. Rolo, book review, in Atlantic Monthly, Vol. 185, issue 
of April, 1950, p. 82. 
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There i s another element that must be considered in a, discussion 

of the a r t i s t i c in biography, and tha t i s the element of s t y l e . The 

fac ts may be there , personal i ty may be d e p i c t s , but without a cer ta in 

finesse of expression a biography ;ould be most ineffect ive- There i s 

nothing pa r t i cu l a r ly outstanding about the writ ing s tyle of Marchette 

Chute and i t i s in t h i s that i t s m^rit l i e s . B.A. Robie ca l l s i t : 

13 

"simple, d i r ec t , and en te r ta in ing ." Richard D. Altick refer3 t~ 'Her 

resolute ly undramatic prose", and to "the ,-ober grace of her s t y l e . " 

Mies Chute's s tyle mi t lit best be described ae adeq-ste- Biography 

requires nothin0 more than t h i s ; such tenta t ive biography as Miss Chute 

wri tes demands and, in fac t , i s the cause of a plotr s t y l " . 

There i s a temptation to too quickly brand Marchette Chute's 

s ty le as over-simplif ied. Altick mentions and counters t h i s . 
Car'-'ally io rs i ie red , to be ,-urei, Mis.,-* Chute's prone S'-ema to 
t l o d ; i t n&« the a i z , as Chesterton said of Matth..-..• Arnold's 
essays, of a schoolmaster explaining things to a class of i d i o t 
chi ldren. Put a careful reading of T.vo Gentle M:n vdll show 
how deceptive t h i s f i r s t iupreseion i s . I suspect that i..iss 
Chute spends as much time over her sentence as Herrick did in 
carving h i s well-wrought poet ic cherrystones* And the sober 
grace of her style does no4- l imi t i t to a Tangle key. Actually 
i t i s , in i t s modest way, a f lexible instrument, which l ike the 
Church of England's roof, can accomadate the contrast! ig s p i r i t s 
of two l ives l ike Herbert ' s and Herrick 's ( . . . ) 

In summary, then, i t can ba said tha t , on the whole, the 

biographies of Marchette Chute are as close to what Haro-d Nicolson 

13 B.A- Robic, book review, in Library Journal, Vol. 84, issue 
of Septerber 15, 195?, p . 2635. 

14 Richard D« Altick, Op. c i t . , p . 470. 

15 Idem. 

16 Idem. 
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envisions as pure biography as circumstances alio*1/; that the depiction 

of personality leaves something to be desired but through no fault of 

the biographer; that the other requisites of pure biography are fulfilled 

There is but one other possible reservation to be made before Marchette 

Chute's work may be designated as pure biography. 

In the remarks made earlier, in Chapter III, about the different 

kinds of biography that have been produced, mention was made o2 the 

"pedestal" school of biography. One wonders if Marchette Chute, at 

least occasionally, does not bend too far in favor of her subjects. She 

has understan ic-bly developed a great love for her men. She is the first 

to admit the possibility that, unconsciously, some of this love could 

spill over into the biographies to the extent that the truth would suffer 

Such a passage as the following seems somev/hat exaggerated in favor of 

Shakespeare although it is left in the realm of surmisal b,, the clause, 

"as far as all the available evidence goes." 

His friend, William Shalcespeare, was almost Jonson's complete 
opposite. As far as all the available evidence goes he was 
never in prison, never fought a duel with anyone, never bore 
a grudge, was very careful with his money, and lived and worked 
for twenty harmonious years with the same group of men.17 

One is ready to accept everything except that Shakespeare "never bore a 

grudge." Fortunately, statements of this kind are rare-

One senses in the tone of the biographies, as well, a certain 

partiality towards the subjects. Marchette Chute's life of Robert 

Herrick in Two Gentle Men offers illustration of this point. Miss Chute 

17 Marchette Chute, Shalcespeare of London, p. 205. 
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pictures Herrick as a most unconscientious minister in the Church of 

England. From her life of Herbert we know the high regard she places on 

faithfulness to duty. Yet she constantly attempts to absolve Herrick of 

fault - and not too convincingly. Pa scales such as the following are 

frequent enough. 

A country minister who did not take his religious duties 
seriously, had time on his hands, and the sin of sloth was 
usually considered to be his chief temptation. Herrick 
had no inclination to sloth, not as long as there was a 
blank sheet of paper in front of him and lines of poetry 
running through his head.!8 

Whether or not such occasional deviations from the ideal should 

anathamize work of general excellence must remain a matter of opinion. 

From the point of view of this writer there is too much of the real 

biographer in Marchette Chute and her merits far out-balance her 

short-comings. 

John A. Garraty who accepts Harold Nicolson's theory of biography 

is not at all begrudging in his approval of Marchette Chute. He refers 

19 

to her as, "one of the best of the modern bio0raphers", and as one 

"who has managed to write biographies of men like Chaucer and Shakespeare 

(whose personal lives can only be reconstructed imaginatively) without 
20 

violating the canons of her profession-" This is hiji priase from an 

exponent of pure biography. 

18 Marchette Chute, Two Gentle Men, p. 218. 

19 John A* Garraty, Op. cit., pp. 165-166. 

20 Ibid., p. 21. 
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There remains now only to examine a few technical aspects of 

Marchette Chute's biographies. The test of any book, but especially of 

a popular book of biography, is readability. Miss Chute's writing style 

has been examined already and has been found acceptable as to read­

ability. Two other much smaller, but important, aspects might be 

mentioned here. 

The first of these has to do with the length of chapters. In 

Shakespeare of London the ciapters are too long: they run from fifteen 

to thirty pages; most of them are over twenty pages long. The same is 

true, generally, of Geoffrey Chaucer of England. Chapters of such length 

become cumbersome and unattractive to the reader although it is diffi­

cult to know just why this ic so. In Ben Jonson of Westminster and Two 

Gentle Men the chapters are more compact and therefore more appealing 

to the reader, running in length from six to twelve pages-

The other factor has to do with footnotes of an explanatory kind. 

Geoffrey Chaucer of England, especially, is loaded down with such foot­

notes. They are interesting enough but one wonders why they are 

introduced as foot-notes. It appears that in most cases, the information 

they contain might just as easily have been written into the text- As 

they are, they slow up the reader and destroy, albeit to a slight extent, 

the continuity of the narrative-

Neither of these factors effectsradically the readability of 

Marchette Chute's biographies. They are observations of a technical 

nature directed more towards the books as books. 
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There are , f ina l ly , a few remarks that might be made about 

Marchette Chute's biographies as scholarly works* Miss Chute's habi t 

of omitting foot-note references ha.° already been discussed. There a re , 

however, two useful items of a scholarly nature in each of her four 

biographies: a selected bibliography and an index. 

The selected bibliographies comprise ohlj a -.rail number of the 

books and per iodica ls Marchette Chute has consulted. To Have included 

a l l of them would have been a prac t ica l imposs ibi l i ty . The ones that 

are l i s t ed are those that proved of most value to her and would be of 

greateet benefit to the reader in following up information. 

The indexes have been arranged with the accent on d e t a i l . The 

index in Shalcespeare of London contains over one thousand major headings, 

many of ,/hich have sub-headings for purposes of cross reference. The 

indexes in the other three books are uniformly excellent and are a 

furM er testimony to Marchette Chute's painstaking care and workmanship. 
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In the concluding remarks ou tN work of Marchette Chute, i t i s 

relevant to comment upon three fac to r s : the extent to which the 

biographical theory of Marchette Chute i s in accord with that of Harold 

Nicolson; the extent to which Marchette Chute's biographical prac t ice 

i s in accord i t h the theory of Harold Hicolson; and the extent to which 

Marchette Chute's biographical pract ice i s in accord with Her own 

biographical theory. 

With respect to the f i r s ' , factor , i t i s evident that there i s 

ag-reemen+ between the biographical theory of Miss Chute and that of 

Hicolson. The l a t t e r demands that there be three requirements before a 

man's l i f e may be called a pure biogrc^hy. A jure biography must be 

authent ic; i t must depict the personal i ty of the subject; i t must be a 

work of a r t . An examination of the periodical a r t i c l e s written by Mar­

chette Chute, and of the Forwards and Appendixes in her biographies shows 

tha t she bel ieves these same requirements to be necessary for good b io ­

graphy. There i s great emphasis in Miss Chute's expository writ ings on 

the pr inc ip le of authent ic i ty ; less on the other two p r i n c i p l e s . 

Because there i s a basic agreement in theory between Marchette 

Chute rnd Harold Nicolson, i t follows that the second and third factors 

mentioned above can be discussed together. In her pract ice of biography 

Miss Chute adheres closely to the pr incip le of au thent ic i ty : she has 

made maximum effor ts to es tabl i sh the t ruth of the stat^m^nts about her 

subjects and about a l l the material that i s included in her books. 

Similar ly, she has gone to great e f for t s to ensure th •• the i n t e rp re ­

t a t ion given to the facts i s not biased, and i f tl "re are occasional 
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lapses here they may very well be unconscious ones. 

In her implementation of the second principle of pure biography, 

the depiction of the personality and individuality of the subject, 

Marchette Chute is not as successful. The number of authenticated 

facts and anecdotes at her disposal is limited - too limited to furnish 

the selection needed for the accurate portrayal of personality. The 

result is that many tentative statements are made about her subjects' 

personalities, and this very tentativeness is incompatable with the 

definiteness that the depiction of personality requires- However, 

where adequate information is available, as in the case of part of 

George Herbert's life, Marchette Chute proves herself very capable of 

describing her subject in depth. 

With respect ot the implementation of the third principle of 

pure biography, the biographies of Marchette Chute are successful. The 

particular art of Miss Chute's biographies consists in making her 

subjects stand out, in silhouette, against an illuminated and detailed 

background. It is in this sense that her subjects may be said to live: 

they emerge clearly, in outline, and not in depth. The other aspect to 

be considered in a discussion of artistic merit is style • The writing-

style of Marchette Chute, plain and direct as it is, is the ideal 

vehicle for presenting the biography in silhouette that is Miss Chute's 

specialty. 

As to the place of Marchette Chute's work in the panorama, of 

biography, it is appreciably close to pure biography. There are but 

two reservations that prevent an absolute designation of her books as 
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pure biography. The first, this one beyond her control, is the failure 

to grasp the personality of the subjects in any depth; the second is 

the tendency, probably unconscious, to eulogize the subjects. 
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Marchet te Chute i s a contemporary American b iog raphe r . The 

purpose of t h i s s tudy i s to examine Miss Chu te ' s f ive b iog raph ie s of 

B r i t i s h w r i t e r s and to eva lua te them i n the l i g h t of h e r o./n theory of 

biography and the concept of biography of Harold Nico lson . 

Chapter I i s devoted to a s tudy of the theory of b iography . 

The concept of biography t h a t v/as found most s e n s i b l e was t h a t of 

Harold Nico l son . In N i c o l s o n ' s concept of pure biography the re a re 

t h r e e e lements : a u t h e n t i c i t y , the d e p i c t i o n of p e r s o n a l i t y , and a r t . 

These e lements a re d i scussed i n d e t a i l and some a t t e n t i o n i s given to 

the purposes of b iography . 

In Chapter I I , the b i o g r a p h i c a l theory of Marchette Chum 10 

examined. I t i s shown t h a t Miss Chute ' s theory i s consonant with 

N i c o l s o n ' s t h e o r y . Most of Miss Chute ' s expos i to ry w r i t i n g , however, 

has to do with the element of a u t h e n t i c i t y . Also d i scussed ±z Miss 

Chu te ' s a t t i t u d e towards books and l i b r a r i e s vhich i s s i g n i f i c a n t 

inasmuch as i t throws l i g h t on the reasons why she chose to tu rn to 

the w r i t i n g of b iography . 

Chapter I I I d e a l s with the p r a c t i c e of b iography: the v a r i o u s 

k i n d s of "biography" tha t have been produced s ince the form began. I t 

i s seen t h a t t h e r e has been very l i t t l e of pure biography w r i t t e n ; tha t 

most l i v e s of people a r e , r a t h e r , impure biography because one or more 

of the e lements necessa ry fo r pure biography i s l a c k i n g . Al lus ion i s 

made to the happy s t a t e of contemporary biography where w r i t e r s a re 

more w i l l i n g to abandon the a t t i t u d e s of s e r v i l i t y and cynicism tha t 

have so warped b i o g r a p h e r s ' views of t h e i r s u b j e c t s i n the p a s t . 
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Chapter IV contains a study of Marchette Chute's four books of 

biography of British writers: Geoffrey Chaucer of England, Shalcespeare 

of London, Ben Jonson of Westminster, and Two Gentle Men. The bio­

graphies are examined as to the techniques employed. It is seen that 

Miss Chute's subjects stand out in silhouette against finely detailed 

and brightly lit backgrounds. It is also seen that the dearth of 

authenticated material about her subjects makes it necessary for Miss 

Chute to intrude herself on the biographies with the result that there 

is a tentative note to her depiction of her subjects' lives. Some 

attention is also ^iven to the methods whereby the criticism of the 

subjects' writings is integrated with the biographies. 

In Chapter V an evaluatior. of Marchette Chute's biography is 

made. The extent to which she adheres to each of the three principles 

of pure biography is examined. It ia seen that, in general, Miss Chute 

succeeds in implementing the elements of authenticity and art in her 

work, but that for the most part she fails to portray the personality 

of her subjects, although through no fault of her own. Some space is 

given, also, to the objection that Miss Chute neglects to use the 

time-honoured technics of scholarship. The place of Marchette Chute 

at the forefront of contemporary biography is also mentioned. 

In conclusion it is stated that the theory of Marchette Chute is 

in accord with that of Harold Nicolson, but that her practice of bio­

graphy is not altogether in keeping with the theory she has set forth. 
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