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Strachey's concept of history stfongly colours his
interpretative approach. All thred biographies stress the
contribution'excepéional individuals made to the history of
their times: Howeﬁe{, although the mainspring of Strachey's
interest in history is psychological, rather than socio- {5
logical or economic, a recurrent theme in his biographical,
as in his théoretical writings, is the reciprocal relationship
between the individual history and that of the age. The

cornerstone of his method is to present his subject as simul-

taneously the product and embodiment of his times.

If Strachey's individualistic philosophy ©f history

largely determines the scope and focus of Eminent Victorians,

Queen Vigtoria, and Elizabeth and Essex, the degree to which

Strachey feels empathy and/ot’antipathy for his subjects
largely determines the extent to which he succeeds in illumi-
nating what makes his subjects different from, not like other
men. As the portraits of Manning, Florence Nightingale,
Gordon, and Queen Victbria show, Strachey writes best from a
position neither of adulation nor hostility. Too uncritical

an attitude on his part, as in Elizabeth and Essex, leads to

the damaging psychological and historical typecasting of his
major subjects as archetypal Renaissance English gueen and
romantic tragic hero. Equally, the intensity of the scorn
which unleashes his iromic wit in "Dr Arnold" fatally inhibits

his response to the man himself, just as his distaste-for
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Albert's rigid sense of duty and “un—Eﬁglishness" results
in a portrait‘which approaches caricature at many points.
The portrait of Victoria is the clearest demonstration
that Stracheﬁ's best work stems from ambivalence: from the

balance of adulation and hostility. i

Strachey did not, on the whole, choose subjects
that were unsuited to his talents or temperament. With the
exception of his portraits of Albert, Arnold, an@ Essex, he
cogently articulates his point of view, without either over-
powering or beiittling his subjects. Whatever one's résponse
to the values which inform his writings, and whatever one's
judgement of his subjects, Strachey's great achievement is
that hé alwavs challengfs and stimulates his’ readers by the
intensity and forcefulness of his insights. His real '
contribution to biogfaphy is therefore the neérly complete

integration of mind and art he attains in his best work.

¢
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CHAPTER ONE: AN INTRODUCTION TO.
. THE SCOPE, METHODOLOGY AND PURPOSE
OF THE STUDY, INCLUDING A SURVEY

' OF THE MAJOR CRITICISM

It is something of a truism to state that a
biographer's own personality determines the selection and
arrangement of his material. As Coleridge put ii, "When a
man is attempting to describe another's character, he may be
right or he may be wr&ng-—but in one thing he will always
succeed, in describing himself.*! However, in the case of
Strachey, point of view is much more than inherent in this
very basic sense. He once wrote: “"For us, who can hardly
conceive of any art which is not the éxpréssion of an
individual mind, the point of view of the pastoral writer is
peculiarly difficult to understand.“2 Strachey's own art
is an extraordinarily direct expression of an individuality
which forms the cornerstone—of his aesthetic creed and his
practice alike. This is why point of view as applied to
Sfrachey's work, may be most appropriately defined as an
attitudinal rather than as a purely technical term. This 1s
also why any serious assessnent of étrachey's contribution
to biography must ultimately rest on an appraisal of exactly
how his attitudes and beliefs affect his art. A& concern
with the nature and effectiyeness of Strachey's stance
rherefore lies at the core of this study-

In making the decision to focus on this one major aspect

of Strachey's writings, I am fully aware that the subject



branches out in any number of intriguing directions.

»

However, it is impossible to do full justice to every rami-
. . ) . T

fication of Strachey's art, and Ihave, in fact, found it -

prudent to. restrict the scope of my study in a number of

other ways. In the first place, I have limited nyself to

Strachey's full-length biographies: Eminent Victorians,

Queen Victoria and Elizabeth and Essex; partly from considera-

tions of space, but also because any assessment of Strachey's
achievements must be based solidly on these three major works,
and because my main theoretical interest is the potential of
the extended biographical narrative .rather than the shorter
essay form. Secondly, in line with the predominantly literary
focus of my study, and in recognition of the conscious artistry
which characterizes Strachey's writings, I have chosen to
approach his work by means of close textual analysis.

My main emphasis here is on the interpretation of
specific works, although a conviction about the close inter-
relationship of history and biography certainly forms part of
the assumptions which underlie my study (indeed in many ways it
may be said to\Héve provided its initial impetus). 1In
attempting a critical evaluation of Strachey's major
biographies, I have also directed my energies towards a
definition of those elements which characterize his biographic

method and thus towards underlying theoretical issues of genre.



Critics who have written on Strachey héve.éénded
either to admire or detest him. In my view, this intense
polarization of opinion is simultaneously a measure of the
highly personal nature of his writings and of the forceful-
ness with whicﬁ he communicates his ideas. These latter two
factors may be linked not only to the strongly partisan
flavour of the immediate response to Strachey's work but also
to the corresponding decline in Strachey's reputation after
his death in 1932. As early as 1933 Clara Stillman remarked:
"Strachey's fame, since it rose like a rocket with Eminent
Victorians, has undergone some vicissitudes. With Cueen
Victoria it soared even higher. But after that, if it did
not come down like a stick, it at least floated like a
feather on currents of varving altitude and warmth."? By
-1938 the pendulum had come full swing and George Dangerfield
was expressing a view still common today: "cohtemporary
opinion regards him, if at all, as a kind of meteor, hurrying
across the skies to extinction, and leaving behind it an un-
savoury smell--a smell, one might say, if it were not paying
the wretch toc high a compliment, of sulphur.“4

Despite the polarisation of opinion, and the ups and
downs in his reputation, certain features of Strachey
criticism have remained pretty constant through the years:

notably the view that he was an important literary artist,

that he vitally influenced the direction of English biography
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after World War One, and above all, that the outstanding
hallmark of his writings was his iconoclasm. Eveﬁ otherwise
severe judges such as Noel Annan,5 F. R. Leavis,6 and Johﬁ:
RaYmond7 conzede, albeit scmewhat grudgingly, that Strach%y
was a fine prose stylist and a master of narrative, andy i\;
critics stress his historical significance even when they
lament his influence.8 The exceptions are SO few9 that the

<

following comments about Eminent Victorians by John Clive may

be cited as a neat summary of these favourable assessments of

his work. He notes that the Preface to Eminent Victorians

"is for some the sort of landmark im the history of biography

that the Communist Manifesto is in the history of the working

classes" because Strachey here "invited biographers to throw
off the chains with which they had.dragged those twin-boxed

Victorian coffins, otherwise known as Standard Biographies,

their slow length along:" Clive goes on to characterize

Eminent Victorians as: "four elegantly written essays based

on printed sources; crackling with wit, verve and irony, and
indicating in no uncertain manner +hat some of the great
Victorian idols had possessed feet, and on occasion, heads of

clay.“10

It was Carlyle who, in defence of Lockhart, wrote:
"How delicate, how decent is English biography bless its
mealy mouth! A Damocles sword of Respectability hangs

forever over the poor English life-writer, as it does over
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English life in general, and reduces him to the verge of

o . .. . -
paralysis._“ll It is interesting:that although critics have

been virtually unanimous in stressing-Strachey's rebellion

against the kind of Victorianism of which Ca;;>te complains,

they have by no means been unanimous about either the

desirability or even the exact extent of his iconoclasm.

I8

Strachev's contemporaries tended to see him in the
: . .

-

same light as Edmund Gosse who termed him simply "the English

12

iconoglaé%l Douglas Bush wrote a defence of Strachey's

13

targqgi entitled "The Victorians, Goa Bless Them!", and

Tion®l Gelber an extremely pungent attack on the ."iconoclastic

biographers".14 André Maurois was the exception, in writing

eulogistically of the ’New Biographers'.lS Still, whatever
thelr opinion of Strachey's staﬁce, most of those who wrote
‘before the mid-nineteen-thirties did at least usually agree

in classing him as a ruthless debunker of cherished idols.t®

There weré, of course, exceptions to the trend:;
especially among those who knew Strachey. Raymond Mortimer
remembered that "Thé mention of some writer or politician
woulé suddenly reveal behind the wit and the warmth, an

17

unpardoning sense of right and wrong." In similar vein,

Leonard Woolf wrote at the time of Strachey's death that he
was "an iconoclast who loved traditions“,18 and Arthur

Waugh, that he "stood at the parting of the.wavs, looking

-
before and after: there was as much tenderness in his
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retrospect as hope in his outloock.”

Three other early dissenters from the popular view
of Strachey.as a mere icondclé%t Qére Elizabeth Drew, Guy
Boés ané Clara Stillman. Elizabeth Drew argued strongly
that Strachey wrote from a moral standpoint, "which though
it is completely different ff?m the moral standpoint.of his
predeceséors, is everv bit as active."zo Guy Boas remarked

that Queen Victoria is "the guintessence of *Stracheyism'”

and that "whoever is offended at it can perceive Strachey the

II2l And

iconoclast but is blind to St:achey the idolater.
Clara Stillman made the following observations: "Strachey
reacted with vioclence against all the cultural-implications

of Victorian England . . . His form, as well as his point of
view, was a reaction against <Victorianism . . . And vet it

had a.strange fascination for him . . .(;; both iaughed and
shuddered; perhaps he gave to biography a new shudder, with
laughter in it, but it is a mistake to think that this laughtér

X .22
contalns no emotion.”

These comments aside, it 1s nevertheless a mark of the

strength with which Strachey's reputation as an iconolast was

]

established in his own time, that it became something of a
o

critical cliché, echoed during the next three decades,

-

especially in literary histories and anthologies.zJ The title

of A. E. Dvson's 1955 article "The Technique of Debunking"24

clearly announces what was the dominant strain of current



-

Strachey criticism. In the same year, in his influvential

study One Mighty Torrent: The Drama of Blography, Edgar

-~ !
Johnson commented that "in the.nineteen-twenties, inspired
P
}3

partly by Lvtton Strachey's acid but intelligent example,
f
biographyv became for a while a dance of impish glee around

scores of broken altars."25

During the sixties, writers ‘as
various as Walter Allen, Gabriei Gersh, V. S. Pritchett, and
John Wain26 reiterated thif-assessment of Strachéy’s contri-
buticn to biographv, and as recently as 1977,  the well-known
Yeats scholar Norman A. Jeffares complained that "the price

we pay for (Strachey's) iconoclastic lively style is his

cheap sneering, in Eminent Victorians, at General Gordon and

+the others, for instance, or his smart-aleck description of

Bacon's death."27

Nevertheless, since the mid-thirties, as in the .
‘ pfeceding vears, there have been exceptions to the prevailing
view. In his 1943 Rede Lecture, Max Beerbohm forcefully
advanced the opinion that "the vulgar term, 'a debunker', the
term that the average writer applies to Strachey, is not only
vulgar, it is also silly", arguing that although the vein of
mockery was strong in Strachey, he was not a satirist, but

"alwavs ready to mock what he loved."28

In 1947, John Russell
broffered a similarly dissenting judgement when he said: "It
is still only rarely ackhowledged that Lytton Strachey did not

regard the Victorian Age with the eye of a superior person;



nor did he speak, =as has been so often asserted, with the
voice of a 'cynical and beliefless gener<'-.1t::'Lo:'1."‘?-9 In

the fifties and sixties C. R. Sanders and Michael Holroyd
both stressed the ambivalence of Strachey's response O the
Victorian era. They also both emphasized that Strachey
possessed a very definite, if secular, set of-beliefs.30

In their different ways‘Sanders‘and Holroyd point -
to major new directioﬁs in Strachey studies. §o far, my
summary of major critical trends has inevitably stressed
the general at the expense of the particular. It is time
to redress that balance, but an awareness of the constants
in critical opinion on Strachey contributes to a more
informed assessment of the longer individual studies which
I discuss next, and to an appreciation of the unigue
contribution made by a number of themn.

A high proportion of the book-length studies of
Strachey have been either biographical in emphasis or have
focussed on Strachey's relationship to his cultural milieu.
One of Strachey's earliest biographers, Cyril Clemens,
provides a relatively brief, but inte%esting insight into how
Strachey appeared to his contemporaries.31 A much fuller
view of Strachey is provided by some of the extracts in S.P.
Rosenbaum's valuable collection of memoirs, "commentary and
criticism written by and about Bloomsbury.32 There are also

some interesting glimpses of him in Quentin Bell's personal
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narrative on Bloomsbury,33 However, the definitive biography
is Michael Holroyd's massive work, base& on-all the extant

Strachey papers, and written with the active collaboration of
Lvtton's brother James. This is an indispensable book for any

student of Strachey or Bloomsbury.34

In his picneering work on literary Bloomsburv J. K.
Johnstone emphasised the relation of Strachev's biographies

to Bloomsbury philosophy and aesthetics in general.35 By

-
contrast, in his important full-length study of Strachev,
published seven vears later, Martin Kallich focussed on a single
hitherto neglected aspect of the intellectual climate of
Bloomsbury: the writings of Sigmund Freud. Kallich's cen-
tral thesis was: "Knowledge of his direct or indirect
indebtedness to Freud contributes to an understanding. of
Strachev's special insights into human nature, among the most
impoftant constituents in modern life writing, and permits an

evaluation of his achievement in biography."36

Continuing interest in Bloomsbury as an artistic
environment is reflected in B.L. Cooper*s 1966 thesis on
"The Cultural Milieu of Lytton Strachey“37 and in L. A.

38 Coopér

Garber's 1973 study of Bloomsbury biography.
.argued that "Strachey's work developed from two distinct

currents in nineteenth century thought and life. The first
was the tradition of Cambridge rationalism, associated with

the idea of social progress and exemplified in the writing of
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such figures as Leslie Stephen and G. Lowes Dickinson. The
second w?s a tradition of social relationships based upon
close pérsonal attachment and shared intellectual interests,
exemplified in the structures of such coteries as the Clapham
Sect."3g Garber's main conclusions were that "Bloomsbury
biography theory involves itself with the most crucial issues™
and that although "there is no uniform agreement as to the
degree of artifice the biographer ought to be free to use,
there is a general consensus that piography is an art rather
than a science, and that the biographer'’s task is net a
mechanical and laborious compilation of facts, nor his role

that of celebrant and protector."40

I1f a significant proportion of studies devoted to
Strachey focus on the.biographical or cultural aspects of
his work, critical studies with a strong literary emphasis
form the important remainder. Most of these are, however,
fairly restricted in scope, and relatively short. Such are
the books by Beerbohm,41 Boas,42 and'Scott-James.43 Beerbohm's
is based on his Cambridge Rede Lecture, and those of Boas and
Scott-James were published as part of a series of literary
handbooks. Boas and Beerbohm both write sensitive and
appreciative analyses of Stracheyv's literary criticism and of
his prose stvle. Both also comment on Strachey's attitude
towards his subjects: Beerboﬁm to stress that Strachey's

mockery is not malicious and Boas to note that Strachey's



indignation is that of a sane and serious scholar. Scott-
James' survey of Strachey's career emphasizes the bio-
graphical basis of his writing, his iconoclasm and his ironic

witty stvle.

Srinivasa Ivengar's critical study was the first full-
length review of Strachey's total output, w}th chapters on
his life, literary eésays,'criticism, biographies and bio-
graphical essays.44 Ivengar alsc examines Strachey's irony
and stvle, defines his career in relation to,the Victorian
Age, and assesses his contribution to English biography. His
main conclusions are that "Strachey was a romantic by tempera-
ment, a classicist by training, and often %n his literary
practice, botil",45 and that the three characteristics of
Strachey as a recorder of human lives-were: "dramatic
intensity, psychological accuracy and relevance, and an
irony that is as various as nature."46
Since Ivengar there have only been two literary studies
of Strachev of any length. The first, by Holrovd, was original-
ly incorporated in his two-part neritical biography" of L

Strachey.47 Since published separately as Lytton Strachey and

the Bloomsbury Group: His Work, Their Influence,48 its main

focus and its main value remain Holroyd's insights into
Strachev's 1life and the close relationship between his
1ife and art. The second, by C. R. Sanders,'is the major
critical study on Strachey.é9 It is the only full

scholarly assessment of Strachey's writings
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in recent years, and 1is distinguished@ by both its thorough-

ness and its range. Based.on articles published elsewhere,

it includes seétions on Strachev's life, point of view, literary
criticism, drama, attitude towards the eighteenth century and
the Viectorian Age, and his conception of biography, together
with analyse;\of all hi$ biographical writings, his styvle,
reputation and influence.

One final study deserves mention: George Simson's

L : \ . 50
Lvtton Strachey's Use of His Sources in Eminent Victorians.

Although its focus is not primarily literary, Simson's
work contributes to an understanding of Strachey's bio- .

graphical method. He sets out to examine "what Strachey used

wol

and how he used it in writing Eminent Victorians. His

thesis is that "Strachey's work is not . . . without foundation
in higtorical fact, but that it is firmly rooted in fact,
albeit highly interpreted and evaluated"52 and his main
conclusions are that Strachey's mind, "not powerfully gifted
with creative imagination, nevertheless operated with great
ability in reconstructing through dramatic technigues the too-

long ignored personal aspects of well-known situations."S3

as I said at the outset, my decision to emphasize
point of view and ciose textual analysis reflects the
intensely personal character of Straéhey's biographies as
well as a number of critical choices on my part. However, my

decision also takes into account the scope and focus of the



existing full-length studies on Strachey discussed in the
preceding pages. As we have seen, many of Strachey'§

critics have highlighted point of view, some of them at
length.54 However, most have concentrated on simply identi-
fving the main components of Strachey'’s outlook on life. By
contrast, my cen}ral concern is less with defining Strachey's
point of view than with the implications his perspective has

for his art. This is why my analysis of Strachey's mastery

of the formal elements of narrative in Eminent Victorians,

Queen Victoria and Elizabeth and Essex is linked in each case

to a discussion of the way Strachev's aesthetic creed, in
combination with his cultural and moral values, profoundly
affects the success of these works as examples of the art of

biography.

The- advantages of such an approach are several.
Firstly, since Strachey'’s opinioné are expressed directly
and with considerable skill, his writings lend themselves
to close linguistic and textual analvsis. Secondly, by
focussing on the role played by his viewpoint rather on the
mere fact of his having adopted a specific stance, I hope
to show that the extent to which Strachey's point of view
may justifiably be termed harmful or helpful depends on the
specific relationship set up between biographer and subject

in each portrait. Lastly, critical judgements about

Strachey's ability to provide in-depth portraits of his
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subjects ought to take ihto account the personal factors
which enable Strachey to expose, partially or otherwise,
the inner recesses of his subjects' personalities. In the
fullest sense of the words, it is point of view which |
ultimately determines success OT failure in this crucial

area.

The main emphasis of this study will be on Strachey's
art, not on his life. However, an equally valid way of
approaching his art might be through his life, and this
seems an appropriate place to indicate, at least briefly,
that Strachey's own w}itings and Michael Holroyd's biography
both contain evidence which corroborate the inferences 1 draw
about Strachev's values, on the basis of the attitudes expres-

sed in Eminent Victorians, Queen Victoria and Elizabeth and

Essex. By way of illustration, I will take one important
representative example and show how Strachey's ambivalent
attitude towards the Victorian Age, which is a significant

feature of Strachey's presence in Eminent Victorians and

Queen Victoria 1s also a recurrent motif in his conversations,

letters, autobidgraphical writings and critical essays.
F 4

"lancaster Gate" is generally recognized as an
extremely important revelation of the cultural roots of
Strachey's intellectual and emotional heritage.55 Wwhat his >~
description of the familyv home reveals, among other things,

|
is the immense influence that the Victorian building, whose
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drawing-room was "the concentrated produce of an epoch",56

exerCLSed over Strachey's imagination and affections. Com-
menting on a recurrent dream, in which he finds hlmself back
in this drawing—room he says:

The strange thing 1s that,\W&qg I realize that

this has come about, that our successive

wanderings have been a mere interlude, that

we are once more permanently established at

nqmber 69, a feeling of intimate satisfaction

comes over me. I am positively delighted.

And this is strange because, in my working
'/’ﬁ\ life, I have never for a moment SO far as 1

am aware, regrettea our depé&ture from that

house, and if, in actuality, we were to

return to it, I can imagine nothing which

would disgust me more.

Here is the essence of Strachey's lifelong response to the era
into which he was born: a response marked by a fascination at

least as compelling as his antipathy to it.

In 1906, as a young member of the Apostles, Straéhey
read the memoirs of a well known Victorian figure, Henry
Sidgwick. His feelings were typically mixed. On the one hand

he wrote to Moore: "I found It extraordinérily fascinating--
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-

though I can't think why,as every detail was inexpressibly
tedious.“ss'.(ltalicised in the original) On the other

hand, he remarked to Maynard Keynes: "It was the Glass Case
Aée. Themselves as well as their ornaments, were left under
glass cases. Their refusal to face any fundamental gquestion
fairly--either about people or God--looks at first sight like
cowardice; but I belieﬁe it was simpiy the result of an innate
incapacity for penetration--for getting either out of themselveg

or into anything or anybody else.“59

The emphasis and tone may vary slightly from year to
vear, and according to his audience, but throughout his 1ife
Stracheyv's comments on the nineteenth century are characterized
by a unigue blend-of'irony and romanticism, detachment and

passion. Discussing "The Really Interesting Question", a
60

paﬁér Strachey delivered to the Apoé&les in 1911, Holfoyd
savs: "Neaf the opening of this paper, Lytton confessed his
idyllic sentimentalism and the rather conservative form it
took: 'I even have a secret admiration for the typical
Englishman--the strong silent man with deep emotion--too
deep--oh! far too deep ever to come to the surface; I can't

help being impressed.'"sl

However, Holrovd also gquotes from
the closing section of the paper: "with us, at any rate, the
0ld rule of the curt Englishman, who feels (so he says) that

his emotions are too sacred for him to dare to do anything but

hint at them--that old rule has broken down . . . but opening
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the biography of our brother Maitland, I have a revulsion.

Oh dear! the grev horror of fhose letters to our brothers
Pollock, Verréll, and Jackson! The brave concealment of
tragedy! The profound affection just showing, now and then,
with such a delicacy--between the lines . . . What a world,
what a life, passing in these dimnesses! I see once more

the bleak and barren plain, and the dreadful solitary castles,

e
" with their blinds drawn downl"62

- Justifiablyv, Holrovd's conclusions are that "Lvtton's
comic and romantic sensibilities warmed to the exaggeration,
the fantasy and the rhetoric of the more outspoken pictureséue
past; but his intelligence applauded that sober, slowly
developing social justice and eniightenment which releases
confidences of a more intimate human kind--those voices which\
had lain pathetically inarticulate under all the Victorian
gush of words. And so, rather regretfully, he comes down on

balance in favour of the unpoetical Age of Criticism."63

A vear later, in 1912, Strachey's thoughts were
taken up with a scheme- for twelve "Victorian Silhouettes”.
It was at this time, after reading Meredith's letters, that
Strachey wrote to Virginia Woolf about the Victorians: "They
seem to me a set of mouthing bquling hvpocrites; but perhaps
really there is a barogue charm about them which will be
discovered by our great-great-grandchildren, as we have

discovered the charm of Donne, who seemed intolerable to the
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eighteenth century. Only I don't believe it.ﬁsg

At other times Strachey could be more charitable.. In
his essav on the-eighteenth century, published in 1926, he

wrote:

Why is it that the eighteenth century so
particularly delights us? Are we perhaps
simplf reacting against a reaction? Is the
twentieth century‘so fond of the eighteenth
because the nineteenth disliked it so
intensglf? No doubt that is paétky the reasomn;
but the whole truth lies deeper. Every age-has
a grudge against its predecessors,- and generally
the grudge is well founded. The Romantics and
the Victorians were probably right:' thev haé
good reason to dislike the eighteenth century,
which they found - to be intolerably rigid,
formal, and self-satisfied, devoid, to an
extraordin;ry degree, Qf sympathy, adventure
and imagination . . . The nineteenth century,
very properly, revolted, broke those chains,
aﬁd then--proceeded to_forge‘others of its own
inspntion. It is these later chains that éé

find distressing. (Italicized in original)65
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In conclusion, as Beerbohm astutely said, Strachey
may have "disliked the nineteenth century in comparison
with its forerunner, but it appealed to him far more than

w66

could the twentieth. One.has only to recall Strachev's

-unflattering description of the twentieth century's obsession .
with "business", "express trains", "quick lunches", and

"making a profit of ten percent"67 tc recognize the force

of Beerbohm's assertion.

Although Strachey’s beliefs are_not in themselves
the subject of my thesis, it will bé helpful if, before

embarking on my detailed analvses of Eminent Victorians,
L

Queen Victoria and Elizabeth and Essex, I mention two other

aspects of his thinkiﬁg which, Yike his atﬁitude to the
Victorian Age, are of fundamental ;ignificance to thesé works:
his conce?t of.biography, énd his philosophy bf history.. Much .
has been written about Strachey's approach to biographv. It

is therefore sufficient here simply to reiterate the main

points of Strachey's oft guoted Preface to Eminent Victorians,

since this brief essay accuratelv reflects the basic tenets
"of his aesthetic theory: namely that biographv should be
regérded;as an art, that the biographe£ has an onus to be
judiciously selective, and that in so doing, his purpose is
to illustrate rather than to ex?lain.68 On the other hand,
since comparatively little has been written about Strachey's

philosophy of history, I propose to discuss this important
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facet of Strachey's intellectual equipment 'in more detail.

Strachey wrote that the rules of historiography

»

were few and obvious; "a capacity for absorbing facts, a
capacity fof stating them and a point of view."69 Few -
critics have disputed either his capacity for absorbing

facts or his capécity for stating tgem. However, many have
taken issug_with his point of view, usually on the grounds
that he lacked objectivity and respect for the facts,70 or
that, ashHugh Trevor-Roper put it, his interest in individual
human motivation did not extend to "the analyvsis of Impersonal

or social facts which also are the material of historv", as

a result of which "historical problems were always and only

—

e e .- 7l . . .
problems of individual eccentricity.” Since his main

subjects were historical rather than contemporary figufestﬂgi

matter of Strachey's handling of factual evidence warrants

-

serious consideraticon. Even those critics who concede the

desirability of a clearly articulated stance on Stracheyv's

-.part usually argue that, as a writer of non-fiction, he has
T N

an obligation towards the facts, from which the novelistéfﬁ

absolved.72

Although I recognise the significance of this aepsct
of Strachev's work, it is not my intenticn in this 'study to
[}

focus directly on Strachev's use of his sources. A Jhmber of

A .
factors contributed to this decision: First, having examined

Strachev's notebooks for Queen Victoria in the Humanities

\ ”
i

N
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Research Center at Austin, Texas,73 I fullv concur with the

tenor of Simson's conclusions about Strachey's research

methods in Eminent Victorians and feel it would be superfluous

to repeat his careful work ?n this area. Second, Strachey's
biases are sufficiently explicit that close analysis of formal
qualities such as tone, structure and seguence clearly reveals
his criteria of selsstion. Third, and most important, since
objectivity_is‘neitﬂer Strachey's ideal nor‘his prac?gce, the
most ?ertinent question to ask about his writings 1s not
whether he is faithful to the facts, but whether his intel-
lectual and other qualifications are egual to the task of
selection, arrangement and interpretation, and his choice

k'
of subject appropriate to his particular gifts as a biographer.

Accusations that Strachey failed to deal with
impersonal or social facts.are more readily answered than .
allegations about his lack of objectivity. To begin with,
his theoretical position 1s by no means as extreme as that
embodied in Carlyl?‘s famous dictum: "Universal History, the
history of what man has accomplished in this world, is at
bottom the Historv of the Great Men who have worked here."74
Unlike -Carlvle, Strachey does not hold that all factors
except Great Men were inconseguential. He is far from
espouging the Hegelian view that had it not been Napoleon on

horseback at Jena "it would have been someone else who would

have carried out the dictates of 'the cunning of reason'~-and

-—

[
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75

if not on horseback then on foot." Rather, Strachey would

have concurred with Leslie White's opinion that "it takes. . .

more than
a certain
forces 1is

his essay

v

exceptional natural endowment to make a Great Man;

concatenation of cultural forces and historical

required also“,76 as the following guotation from

on Voltaire and England makes abundantly clear:

The visit of Voltaire to England marks

hY

a turning peoint 1in the history of

civilisation. It was the first step in

a long process of interaction--big with

momantous consequences--between the French

and English cultures. For centuries the

. .
combined forces of mutual igneorance and

political hostility had kept the two

nations apart: Voltaire planted a small

seed of friendship which, in spite.of a

thousand hostile influences, grew and

flourished mightily. The seed, no doubt,

fell on good ground, and no doubt, if

Voltaire had/never left his native country,

some chance kind would have carried it over

the narrow seaig so that history in the main

would have been

was the hand that did the w0rk.7

unaltered. But actually his
7

v
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In his biographies, the mainspring of Strachey's
interést in history‘is shown to be psychOIOgical rather
than sociological or economic. His approach is, as John
Russell says' that of the ‘intimigte'.78 However, a
;ecurrent and éentral theme in his biographical, as in his
theoretical writings, is the reciprocal relationship between
the ;n§ividual historvy and that of the age. As I show in

what follows, the cornerstone of Strachey's method in

Eminent Victorians, Queen Victoria and Elizabeth and Essex

is to present his-majfr subjects as simultaneously the product

and embodiment of their age.
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CHAPTER TWO: . EMINENT VICTQRIANS

After his final revision of Eminent Victorians

-

Lytton Strachey is said to have realized that "this series
of four biographical portraits corresponded, as they stood,
to the four inter-related movements of an orchestral

érhabps more appropriately, to the intimate
pattern of alstring quartet."l I+ would, however, be unwise

symphony, ©r

to take Strachey's post facto insight too literally. The

coherence of Eminent Victorians derives less "from strict

formal unityv than from the cogent vision which stamps every
line of the work with the mark of Strachey's artistic,
psychological and moral concernsyas a bicgrapher. Because

the effectiveness of Eminent Victorians stems in large

measure from what the portraits have in common artistically,
I shall start by considering the work as an expression of
Strachev's narrative skill before going on to discuss it as

an expression of his psychological and moral concerns.

Above all, Strachey’s mastery of narrative is
evident in his meticulous control of structure,‘order, and
pace. The arrangement of material in "Florence Nightingale”,
for example, skilfully unaerscorégsgéglceglral thesis that
hgr 1ife and personality were marked by obsessive energy.

Strachey therefore opens his portrait by destroving the

current image of Florence: "The saintly, self-sacrificing
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woman, the delicate maiden of high dégree, who threw aside the
pleasure of a life of ease to succour the afflicted, the Lady

with the Lamp, gliding through the horrors of the hospital at

Scutari;. and consecrating with the radiance of her goodness

the dving soldier's couch . . ."2

In reality, he tells us,
"she moved under tﬁe stress of an impetus which finds no

place in the popular imagination. A Demon possessed her" (129).
He.insists that Florence Nightingale's real career began after
the Crimean period on which her reputation as a "genteel
vision of fermale virtue" was based (155), and his portrait
accordingly stresses the latter part of her life during the
greater part of which” all the energy anq all the deveotion of

her extraordinary nature were working at their highest

pitch" (155).

His long middle chapters are as crowded and hettic as
Florence's middle age. Thus, although Chapter Il encompasses
a single major episode in her life, the opening paragraph of
Chapter III swiftly draws our attention to the spate of
activities which engage her next. Similarlyv, although
Chapter III concludes with the termination of Florence's

[N

greatest political successes, Strachey does not close the

f .
chapter with the death of Sidney Herbert, but on the forward-
looking note set by Florence's reflectlion that, current

problems notwithstanding, "there was one thing more that she

would alwavs have--her work” (176). Furthermore, at the
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beginning of Chapter IV Strachey soon-moves on to list the
immense programmes of soc1al work undertaken by her in the
years after Herbert's death "Dut an ena‘%o her dream of a.
reformed war Office' (177). As he remarks, the organiza-

tion of a training school for nurses "would have been enough -

" in itself to have absorbed the whole efforts of at least two

lives of ordinary vigour" (177). I this way Strachey retains
both the momentum of his narrative andé the emphasis on

Florence's work obsession.

The prose stvle also reflects the pressure of .
Florence Nightingale's life, as the tight syntax, .staccato \‘
phr;sing and urgent rhetorical eméhases of the following
passage illustrate: |

- Miss Nightiqgale arrived at Scutari-- a

suburb of ceﬁstantinople, on the Asiatic side

of the BOSPherus—*on 4 November 1854; it was

ren days after the battle of Balaclava, and

the day before the battle of Inkerman. The

organisation of the hospitals, which had

alreadv given way under the stress of the

. battle of Alma, was now to be subjected to
the further pressure which these two desper-

ate and bloody engagements implied. Great

detachments of wounded were already
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beginniné to poﬁr in. The men, after
receiving such summary treatment as could
be given at th® smaller hospitals in the
-Crimea itself, were fqrthﬁitﬁ‘shipped in’ :
._batChES of 200 aéross the Black Sea to
Scutari. This vovage was in normalrtimesr
one JE\?EE§_5;§E_§pd'a half; but the times
were no longer normal, ané now the transit
often lasted for a fortnight or three weeks.
Tt received, not without reason, the name of
‘middle passage'. Bet#een, and sometimes "on
the decks, the wounded, the sick, and the
dving were crowded--men who had just undergone
the amputatioﬁ of limbs, men in the clutches
of fever or of frostbite, men in éhe last
stages of dysentry and cholera--without beds,
Sometimes without blankets, often hardly

clothed (137-8).

The driving force in "Cardinal Manning” is provided by
his‘upward progress from the small rectory in Sussex to the
important diocese in London. In this portrait, too, Strachey
therefore sustains a generally rapid pace. When he does pause,
as in Chapter IV, it is to allow time for a closer scrutiny of

the motives behind Manning's conversion. Immediately afterwards
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however, he stresses the momentum thereby imparted to Manningts

—

career:

For the moment, however, it séeﬁed as if tﬁe
Fates had at last been successful in their
little game of shunting Manning. The sPleﬁdid
career which he had so laboriocusly built up
from the small beginnings of his Sussex curacy
was shattered--and shattered by the inevitable
operations of his own essential needs . . . Yet
it so happened that within fourteen vears of
his conversion Manning was Archbishop of West-
minster and the supreme ruler of the Roman®
Catholic communityv in England. This time the
Fates gave up the unequal struggle; they paid
over théir stakes in despair and retired from

the game. (63-4)

The next section of the narrative moves rapidly through
‘these fourteen vears. The first part of Chapter V succintly
traces Manning’s early manbeuvring for power in his new Church:
"There was a momentary embarassment at the outset” {64) but
"after thatrall went smoothly.” Manning hastened to Rome, and
was immediately placed by the Pope in the highly select

Accademia Ecclesiastica, commonly known as the nursery of the
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cardinals, for the purpose of completing his theological
studies" (65). "The order of the Oblates of St. Charles

was founded_in Bayswater and Manning was put at its head.. . .
Almost at the same time rthe Popefsignified hié appreciation of
Manning's efforts by appointing him Provost of the Chapter of
Westminster” (65«6;. "This double promotion was the signal
for the outbreék of an extraordinary intestine struggle which
raged without intermission for- the next seven years and was
only to end with the accession of Manning to the Archbish-
opric"(66). The remainder of the.chfpter summarizes this
struggle and the way'Mannihg “flung-himself into the fray with
that unvielding intensity of fervour, that passion for the
extreme and the absolute which is thé verv lifeblood of the

Church of Rome™ (70).

In Chapter VI, Strachey chronicles Manning‘s swift
and ruthless guashing of Newman, "the one figure, which, by
viftue 0f a peculiar eminence, seemed to challenge the
supremacy of his own" (80). Then, skimming over the fears of
consolidation, he simply opens Chapter VIII with the words:
“In 1875 Manning's labours received their final reward: he
was made a Cardinal. His long and strange career, with its
high hopes, its bitter disappointments, its struggles, 1its
renunciations, had come .at last to fruition in a Princedom
of the Church." {(111) Chapter VIII details the way Manning

"s+hrew himself into social work of every kind" (112) and
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Chapter IX his final exertions to prevent Newman's elevation
to the purple. Even the Iast chapter describing Manning's
old age-is an urgént reflection of the "meetings, missions,

lectures sermons, articles, interviews, (and) letters" of his

last yeérs-(iZZ).

Above aIl,.this portrait griﬁs the reader_strongly,
because it is so skilfully constructed. The firsﬁ.seven .
'chépters move‘sfeadily towards the moment at which Manning's
ambitions are realized, as described in the oﬁéning sentences‘
of Chapter VIII guoted above. In context this statement is
mofe effective than it seems when guoted in isoclation. . This
is because it is preceded by the first real pause in the ‘
forward movement of the story, and also coincides with the
_natural break at the end of a chapter. Up to this point, the
narrative has continuity and flow: the reader 1is led straight
from the eﬁents of Chapter I to those of Chapter II by-the
simple expedient of an "In the meantime” (18), from the
events of Chapter III to those of Chapter IV by the words
"Manning was now thirty-eight" (48) and from Chapter VI to

VII by an artful "Meanwhile” (95).3

Further, the events of one chapter generally have B
their sequel in the next. Thus, Chapter II which outlines
the genesis of the Tractarian Movement in Oxford leads into
‘Chapter III in which -Strachey discusses why Manning was

attracted to the Movement. What is remarkable is the
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elegance with which Strachey's transition from the general

to the particular is achieved. Chapﬁer II ends with a
wickedly ironic paredy of 'a "typical" young convert's
over-earnest mode of thinking: "Really to mean every wad
ybg said, when yvou repeated the Athanagiéﬂ'creedl + How
woﬂderful:' and what enticing and mysterious:vistas burst
upon the view. But ;ESE),those vistag,'whefe were they
leading to? Suppésing—?oh heavéns[—-supposing\after all
théy'were £o léad to--!" (30) Chapter III‘opens:- "Ih due
course the Trécts made their appearance at tge remote rectory-
in Sussex " {31). In.onehdeft stoke Strachey has made

the transition from the general background to tﬁe specifié
history; simultaneously forcing a contrast between the
directions in which Tractarianism led lightweight Oxford
"thinkers" and the'truly profoﬁnd impact Tractarianism had on
the life of a ﬁan of the stature of Manning. The juxtaposition
of the mocking description of the Oxford convert and the
serious tone of the analysis of Manning's conversion further

emphasizes the contrast.

Similarly, éhapter V moves on.from_Chapter Iv‘and
Chapter VI from Chapter V. Chapte; Iv, which ends with
Manning's decision to join the Roman Catholic Church, leads
smoothly into Chapter V which begins “Wﬁen Manning joined
the Church of Rome he acted under the combined impulse of the

two dominating forces.in his nature . . ." (63). The subject



of:the next‘chapfer‘is Manning's successful bid for the
Axchbishopric o% Westminster, and”ends with an extract
from one of his letters: "To receive (the Archbishopric)

from the hands of His.Vicar ana from Pius IX, ané after

'long invocation of the Holy Ghost, and not only without

human influence, but in spite of manifold and powerful

human opposition, gives me the last sﬁréngth for such a

cross" (78). 1In Chépter\II Strachey then discusses the
masterly way Manning subsequently dealt with this "manifold
and powerful human opposition”, starting with the observation:

"Manning's appointment filled his opponents with alarm® (79).

The breaks between Chapters VIII and IX, and IX ang X,

-
.

are, by COntrast,xquite marked. This \is becauée Manning's
career has reached 1its zenith with his "election to the
purple”, and this‘event also forms the climax of Strachey's
portrait. .Although Chapters VIII, IX, and X each chronicle
the continued activity of Manning's declining vears, the
overall momentum of the narrative is slightly less urgent.
The energv and drive of Manning's life, so faithfully

reflected in the formal structures of Strachey's portrait:
is stilled only‘by Manning's death; expresséd in the -
elaborate and apt dying cadence of the final image: "And
he who descends into the crypt of that Cathedral which

Manning never lived +o0 see, will observe, in the guiet niche
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with the sepulchral monument, that the dust lies thick on
the strange, the incongruous, the almoét impossible object
which, with its elaborations‘of @epen@ent tassels, hangs
down from the dim vault like some forlorn and forgotten

trophy--the Hat" (127).

In his portrait of Gordon, Straéﬁéy again employs a
terse prose style as a measure of the restlessness of his
subject's life. A good example is the vigorous account of
Gordon's first yeafs as Equatorial Governor of the Sudan
and of the period immediately afterwards (241-7).4 The
extract below 1is a'particulérly fast-paceé section of the

narrative, built up of short phrases and sentences, and crowded

with movement:

He arrived in England early in 1880, ill and

- exhausted; and it might have been supposed
that after the terrible.activities of his
African exilerhe would have been ready to rest.
But the very opposite was the case: the next
three years Qere the most mouvementé&s of his
life.” He hurried from post to post, fr:;
enterprise to enterprise, from continent to
continent with vertiginous rapidity. He accep-
ted the Private Secrgtaryship to Lord Ripon,

the new Vicerov of India, and three days after

his arrival at Bombay, he resigned . . . Two

Y
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days latexr, he was off for Pekin . . . a few
weeks later, Li Hung Chang was in power and
pééce was assured. Gordon had spent two and
a half dayvs in Pekin and was whirling through
China, when a telegram arrived from the home
authorities, who viewed his movemeﬁts with
uneasiness, ordering him_to'return at once to

. England. (244-5)

The aboﬁéfﬁéssage is also a good illustration of the
way Strachey controls pace in order to mark out the peaks.ofv
activitf in his subject's life. The movement of the portrait
is strongly éirectional: it tends always towards the "End".
The earlier adventures form merely the prelude to the tale of
the "last great adventure". In the extract just gquoted, the
pace 1is also sharply increased over that of the preceding
section,'ahduﬁerves'to sweep the reaéer oh towards the grand

finale of Gordon's last stand at Khartoum.

.Even within the generally presto framework of the

closing pages, subtle variations in tempo highlight speﬁific
mbﬁents of tension. TFor example, the br;sk announcement of
Gordon's summons to Egypt (2}6—7) ig followed by a slower-
paced recapitulation of thefévents which led ué_to it (247-62).

Then, having once more drawn the reader's attention to the

fact that this was Gordon's last appointment (262), Strachey
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proceeds to keep us on tenterhooks a little langer about
the events at Khartoum. Not_until he has further discussed

the Government's motives in appointing Gordon (262-8) does

he again take up the éwifter—paced narrative of Gordon's -

last davys.

In fact, until the very last section, Strachey con-

_siéEently playé off the leisurelyv process of policy-making

-

\ s
in'England against the tension of the Sudan. By alternating

discursive .analysis of party-politicking with urgent narra-

‘tion of the even!g’at Khartoum, he intensifies the aura of

impending doom and underlines the increasing seriousness of

s

Gordon's situatidn. ' The fast-paced description of Khartoum's

d}séstroué last offeﬁsivéﬂ)ﬁhich_culminates in the wvision of
Gordon meéhanigally_and hopelessly scanning the horizon for

help (289-92), is fdllowed by a detailed analysis of how help
was finally sent (292-8). MBvérk‘stagg of Hartington's péinﬁ

fully slow prdcess.of'fdrcing.the decision out of Gladstone

L4 .
is enumerated in Strachey’s point-by-point-exposition of

W
events (296-8). .

Only in the closing pages is the pace uniformly rapid.
Here the prose is punctuated by dates and diary entries, the

narrative propeiled by the imperative of events which follow

in close succession and at an ever-increasing speed (298-316)

until with Gordon's death (316-7), Stracheyv pauses briefly to

comment on how the news was receiyed in England (317-8) before

-
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delivering his final judgement: "At any rate, it had all
ended very happily--in a glorious slaughter of 20,000 Arabs,
a vast addition to the British Empire, and a step in the

4
Peerage for .Sir Evelvn Baring" (319).

I opened my discussion by noting that the cohgrence

of Eminent Victorians derives mnot so much from a strict
formal unity as from the cogent wvision which stamps it with
the mafks of Strachev's artistic, psyvchological, énd moral
_concerqs; I have so far focussed on Strachey's meticuloué‘
controi 6f étructUre, order and pace. I turn now to the way

Eminent Victorians shows SFrachey to be a biographer fascinated

by the psychological relationship between the History of the
Age and the history of the individual life; particularly by

the way pe®ples' lives are shaped by their milieu.

In "Flerence Nightingéle",'for example, Strachey
attributes his subject's obsessive energy to the situation
of Qomen’in Victorian society. He represents her life as a
seriés of energetic confrontations with a society that had no
place for an able woman who, in rejecting the notion of ’
%@rriage as her sole life's work, demanded the opportunity’
to realizi all aspects of a% "active nature" {133). He lays
_ stress, therefore, on the way societv's call to Florence to
do Wyer duty in that state of life unto which it had pleased

God to call her--in other words, by marrving, after a fitting

number of dances and dinner parties, an eligible gentlemip,
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and Iiving happily ever ?ftérwards" {129-30)" conflicted
savagely with hgf‘compulsive drive to “minister to the

poor in tﬁe cottages, Fofwatch'by sick-beds . . ."‘(130){
and‘yith he} dreams of “the country house at Embley turned,
by séme enchantment, into a hospital, with herself as

matron moving about ambng the beds" (f?O). Given Florence
Nightingale's unconventicnal aspirations, Strachev interprets
her ultimate rejection of an otherwise desirable and person-
able suitor as a'rejection of “theIinevitable.habiliments‘

of a Victorian marriage” (133).

Strachéy argues that Florence's idealistic vision of
& nursing career brought her &p against Victorian convenfion
on two counts: ' "For not onlv was it an almost unimaginable
thing in those days for a woman of means to maké her own way
in the world and to live in independence, but the particuiar
profession for which Fiorence was clearly marked out both by
her.instincts and her capaciﬁies was at ﬁhat time a peculiarly
disreputable one" (131). Thus, says Strachey, Florence could
not a&oid coming into.confligt with the Victorian establishment,
despite her network of allies within the pale. The Queen
might well express ;he wish that she had her at the War
Office; but as Strachey pointedlv remarks: "Miss Nightingale
was not at the Wa; Office, and for a very Simple reason: she

was a woman" {(157).



Florence Nightingale iE therefore driven Eo working
}nd the scenes: "There was one thiné only which Miss
ale lacked in- her ‘equipment for pe&lic life; shé had
not4;she)never could have--the public power énd authority-. . .
Sidney Herbert possessed . . . She took hold of him; taught
him, shaped him, absorbed him, déminéted ﬂim through and
through" (162). Such was the rigidity of the age, contends
Strachev, that the self-evident competence, experience and
authority of Florence Nightingale in matters relating to
Army Medical Services pever received full recognition, even
on the Royal Commission to report on the Health of the Army,
whose report was largely based on her "Notes affecting the
Heaith,AEfficiency and Hospital 2dministration of the British
Army" (167). As Strachey puts it: T"Today she would, of
course, have been one of the Commission herself; bdt at that
time £he idea of a woman appearing in such a capacity was -
unheard of; and no one even suggested the possibility of

Miss Nightingale's doing so" (167).

Under these circumstances, says Strachey, it is no
wonder that imrr the middle of a pamphlet ostensibly'directed
to improving the souls of the artisans of England, Fl&rence
Nfﬁhtiméale plunges the reader intoc "something particular,
something personal, something with intense experiencee-a
virulent invective upon the position of women in the upper

ranks of soéiety" (181-2). Strachey's own stance is also
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not surprlslng, given his lifelong concern about women '§
"3

rlghts. aAs earlv as 1904, he wrote the dramatic polemlc
"He, She and It“,5 in which his female .speaker very
eloguently rebuts the male speaker's attempt to deny
responéibility for the late Victorian institution of
marriage: "The whole thing's vour doing. The whole ar-
rangement of marriage, of societv, of women. There's
nothing in it that hasn't been carefully regulaééd by vour
commands, to sult your own convenience. You've tried by
every means in.ybur power to make it impossible for a #pman
to think by herself, or to act bv herself; you have forbidden
her to earn her own living; and now you complaln because when
she marries, we think it right that her husband should earn

it for her.“6

.

Tf Strachey's subjects are defined by their milieu,

they also embody it. 1In his Preface to Eminent Victorians

" Strachev announced that he had chosen to describe “"charac-
teristic specimens" of the age (6), and this he certainly
did. Gordon, for example, 1s presented as a perfect exempli-
fication of "the mingling contradictions of the English
spirit™ (224) and the opening description of him focusses on
the. "enigmatic and attractive” contrast "between the unburnt
brick-red complexion--the hue of the seasoned traveller--and
the large blue eyes, with their look of almost childish

sinceritv" (223). Throughout the portrait Stryachey



emphasises this antithesis. He tells us, for examplé, that
the boyish "high spirits, p}uck and love of mischief" (224)
is offset in later life by Gordon's religious convictions
(225). On the one hand, Gordon is the "kind Colonel" of
Cravesend (233); on the other, tge remorseless Colonel who
condemns Slatin to death beéause %e "denied his Lord", in an
attempt to plaéate his Mahommedan troops (307-8). "The
pious visionary of Gravesend" is also "the restless hero of
" three continents" (237). The "mystic of Gravesend" is "an
English gentleman, an English officer” (292),-énd "the |
" hermit and the fakir",'“an English gentleman, an officer, a

man of energy and action” (236} .

In sum, Strachey's Gordon is an incoherent "whirl

of contradictory policies™ (287), in the depths of whose

'
L]

soul "there were intertwining contradictiqns——intricate
recesses where egoism and renunciation melted into.one
anbther, where fleshH lost itself in the spirit and the
spirit in the flesh" (237). Unlike Cardinal Manning, that
other_Stracheﬁﬁ%urépresentative of the ambigious spirit of
Vigtorianism, who soon subjugated the devotional to the
secular side of his nature, and pursued a successful career
as Prince of the Church, Strachey's Gordon never truly
resolved the inner conflicting calls of flesh and spirit.
Thus 1t was tha£ "though Death came slowly, struggling step

by step with that bold and tenacious spirit, when he did

52.
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come at-last the Cardinal was ready“‘(125—6);'whereas‘of-
Gordon 's death Strachey writes: "But it is only fitting that
+he last moments of one whose life was passed in contradiction

should be 1nvolved in mystery and doubt." (316)7

Strachey also creates patterns of lnterpersonal conflict
. . . . . ™

as a means of highlightlng the antagonistic forces in -

Victorian society- In "Cardinal Manning"”, for example, he

deliberately constructs his narrative in such a way that the

. worlalyecclesiastical side of Manning appears destined from

the start to clash with the intellectual naivety of Newman.

By alternatlng the focus on the two men during Chapters I-VIII

he sets up parallel and. antithetical nistories, with Manning's
star rising as Newman's falls. Strachey's narrative thus
emphasises the elements in each man's makeup which

will lead to conflict. Manning's friendship with Newman

ijs shown to 1last only so long as the spiritual or-
"apocalyptic element” in Manning's nature holds him "under

the spell of the Ooxford thgories of sacramental mysticism" (31) .

The reassertion of ambition brings the friendship to an end,

when Manning seeks an opportune rapprochement with Archdeacon

Hare (32-4). Manning's capacity for politicking is consis-—
tently contrasted with the artless logic of Newman who, when
a child "wished that he could believe the Arabian Nights

were true” (40). 0f this desxre Strachev drllv remarks:



"When ‘e came to be a man his wish seems to have beén
granted" (40). Thus, the histories of the two men are
presented as compréhending the spirit of the age.: Their
struggle, Strachey iqfers, is the contention of the cdn-

: .. ®
tradictory values of a soclety at once religious and secular.

Otherncharacters in éhis bortrait are also presented
as dominated by one or other of the elements of the age.
Wiseman, for example, "So far from being a Bishop Blougram
(as rumour wént) was, in fact, the very antithesis of that
subtle and wordlv-wise ecclesiastic" (69). He is later
described ag a "comfortable, easygoiﬁg_innocent old man"
whose last vears were "distracted and embittered by the"
fury of opposing princiﬁles and the venom of'personal
animosities" (70). BHe falls prey ta Manning for the samé
reasons as Newman, and the drama of each man's confréntation
with Manning rests on the same counterbalance of opposing

religious and secular concerns.

Unlike Newman énd Wiseman, Dr. Erfingtoh, Mgr Talbot,
the Cardinal, and the Pope are all guideé by political
expediency. Manning's closest allyv is Mgr Talbot, "a priest
who embodied in a s}ngular manner, if not the highest, at‘
least the most persisten? traditions of‘ﬁpman Curia . . . He
could minglé toge;her astuteness and holiness without any
difficulty:; he could make innuendos as naturally as an

ordinary man makes statements of fact, he could apply

-

L
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flattery with so unsparing a handé that even Princés of the
Church found it sufficient; and,‘on occésion he could ring
the changes of torture on a human soul with a ﬁact which
called forth universal approbation” (73).° Mgr Talbot's
demeanor is a faithful rgflecﬁion of the Papal milieu in
which - he and Manning function so comfortably, an@ a mark

of his subtle influence over the ?ope hé serVes.: The
Cardinals, it will be remembered, were descfibed by Strachey
as having “"shrewd eyes and hard faces” {8l) when Newman,
unaware of the hard reality that "ideas in Réme, were, to
sav the least of it, out of place" (80), attempted to win
their support by means of purely intellectual argument. As
Strachey has already pointed out, iﬁe days of this "thrbhg'of
busy Cardinals and Bishops" were énjoyably spent "amid the
bracti;al details of ecclesiastical Qrganizationu the long-
drawn out invoiutions of papal diplomacy, and the deiicious

bickering of personal intrigue" (80).

In the portrait of Gordon, as in the portrait of
Manning, confrontation is used as a meéns of highlighiing
;he contradictory facets of the age. In particular, Gordon's
opponent, fhe'Mahdi, is pfeéented as ah ironic reflection of

certain aspects of Gordon himself. Like Gordon, he "acts

with the Puritannical zeal of a calvin" (247-8); like Gordon,

he considers himself a vigﬁonary (247-8) ; _and just as Gordon

believes implicitly in the efficacy of God's will (236-7), so
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the Mahdi believes that "All;h whose se:vant he was, wﬁo
had led him thus far, would lead him onward still, to the
glorious end" (251). Strachey even speculates that had
Gordon been prepafed to be receptive to the tone of the
Mahdi's letter offering him escape from Khartoum, he would.
Have recognized a voice which might "well Have awakened
some familiar echoes in his heaft“ (292). As it is, Gordon

the English gentleman denies his other mystic self. (292)

Conversely, in his'dealings with G;adstone and\
Baring, Gordon the ascetic clashes with worldly Englisﬂ
opponents. _ﬁis "restless ébnécience“'ﬁontiﬁuaily'challenges
the "éaiamander conscience” of Gladstoné~and the "diplomatic‘
conscience” of Sir Evelyn Baringf(293).- Gdrdoﬁ;s unsympa-
thetic view of the last named as "the embodimént of the
English official classes, of English diplomacy, of the
English Goyernﬁent with its hesitations, its sincerities,
its double-faced schemes" is more or less endorsed by Straéhey
himself who comments thgt,Gordon's'profound antipathy" and
"instinctive distrust” of Baring "were not without their

justification" because Baring, unlike Gordon, “felt no

temptation to express everything that was in his mind" (283).

By contrast with Manning, Florence Nightingale, and
Gordon, there is nothing ambiguous or contradictory about
Arnold or about Strachey's attitude towards him. He 1is

simply an amalgam of what Strachey disliked most about the
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Victorians: an embodiment of the "singular solemnity"”,
industriousness, "high moral tone", lack of humour, failure

to see life realistically, and "self-complacency” of which

he complained in his review'of Lo;d‘Morley's Recollections,

published in the same year as Eminent Victorians.®

. -

Arnold is garnest; "His dutward appearance was the
index of his inQard gharacﬁer; everything*about h%m dencted
energy, earnestness; and the best intentions " {(193-4). He
1s also s&lémn: "Doubtless it was important to teach boys
something more Fhan the bleak rigidities of the ancient
tdngues; but hdéw much more important to instil into them the
elements of character and the principles of conduct:" (193)
He is hard-working: "He had been educated at Winchester )
and Oxford, where his industry and éiety had given him a
conspicuous place among his felléw—stﬁdents“ (191). HEis
concern wifﬁ setting a high moral tone is matched‘only by
his lack of humour: "One boy could never forget how he drew
a distinction between 'mere amusement' and 'such as encroached
on the next day's duties', nor how the Doctor added 'and
ﬁhen it immediately becomes what St Paul calls revelling' "
[f;g?. His behaviour consistently shows him tq/pe_}acking
in any realistic understanding of the world as it 1% "He
would freat the boyé at Rugby as Jehovah had treated the

Chosen People: he would found a theocracy; and there should

be judges in Israel . . ." (197). Last, but by no means
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least, he 1is complacent{ "The smooth and setisfactery

progress of his life” being only once inte;rupted by

religious doubts: upon which he followed Keble's advice

" to pray more earnestlﬁ and ". . . the result was all that
.0 ' «

could be wished. He soon found himself blessed with per-

-

fect peace of mind, and a settled conviction" (192).

?he fact that Straeﬂey sees Arnold as the aréheg&pal
victoriah has a marked impact on the-designjand the
effectiveness of the porpraft. Deséite Strachey's insis-
tence on Arnold s "unhasting unresting diligence" (211f12)
his narrative lacks the decisive linear push which -
characterizes the other three portralts, and which so
effectively communicates the energy with which Manning
pursues his ecclesiastical career, Florence Nightingale
her goals of social and theological reform, and Gordon
his life of adventure. By contrast, despite Strachey's. \\\%
repeated assertions about Arnold's forceful career as )
headmaster and "public man" 9 he fails to convey any real
. sense of an energetlc llfe because his narrative style is

on the whole so.dlscur51ve.

Strachev's real subject is educational reform rather
thgp the man himself. Not only .is a large part of the
portrait devoted to this topic, but Strachey's analyses ‘are

couched in terms of the general issues rather than in the
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specifics of Arnold's careér; The portrart opens not with
a description of .Arnold's early life but with a a¥scussion
of the influence of the general climate of reform at the
time of his appointment to Rugby (191) .~ We therefore read
the description of hie early life (191-3) in the light of
this disoussion. Even the characterLStlcallv well-
orchestrated death-scene in "Dr. Arnoldﬂ (220) is unlike
those in the'portraits,of Queen Victoria, Queen Elizabeth,
'
1n that it neither forms the flttlng cadence for the llfe,
nor intensifiesg the reader-s emotional response to the’
suoject of the'biography. ) ) .

Furthermore, the portrait ends not with irnold‘e

death but.with Strachey's damning indictment of what he

believes to have been Arnold's pernicious influence as an

"educational authority“: "After Dr Arnold, no public school
could venture to ignore the virtues of respectabllltv . e .
The earnest enthusiast who strove to make his pupils Christian
gentlemen and who governed his school accerding to the
principles of the 0ld Testament has proved to be the founder

of the worship of athletics and the worship of good form” (221).

“pr Arnold" is an outstanding illustration of the
fact that the criteria by which we judge a piece of writing
to be an effective work of art are, in themselves, insuf-
ficient criteria oy which to judge its merits as biography.

i.
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Above all, it demqnstrateé that the biographer‘s.relatidn4
ship to his material is d delicate and crucial matter. In
this'case, as we have seen, there 1s é marked contrgst
between étracﬂéy‘s'relative indifference to Arnold as an
individual, and his intensely. emotional response to the
educational systég {\rnold-rep'resents.ll In—é feﬁiew of a
recent biographv of George Eliot,.Dan JacobSen'wfote:.-POf

course all biography has to be lnternretatlve but . . . no

blograoher should ever assume . . - that his post facto

insights are more interesting or important that hls subjects

words and actions." wl2 It seems to me that Strachev 5

-

portrait of Armeld is seriously damaged by precisely this
defect. The biographef‘s insights are allowed to assume
more importance than his subject's words and actions, and

the pungency of his point of view obscures rather than

illuminates Arnold's character.

By contrast, the success of the portrait of Manning

rests on Stracﬁey's much happier choice of subject. The -
inherent contradictions of his psyche are a- fruitful choice
fo} a biographer whose imagination and interest are fired
by compleXx persénalities- Furthermore, Strachey feels
sufficient res?éct for Manning éhat his depicﬁion of him

(though arguably not,hls cameos of the Pope and Mgr Talbot)

.~

never degenerates into caricature. In these circumstances

+he incisiveness of Strachey's perspective illuminates the

60.
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ambiguities which he relishes, even if he does not exactly
admire them umres‘ervedly.1\‘3

Although Strachey's thesis in "Cardinal Manning"
is that the essence of Manning's character may be simply
F
stated in terms of fundamentally contradictory elements in

his nature, the actuality of Manning's inner and external

life, as. portrayed in Eminent Victorians, is far from simple.

For one thing, StFachey is alive to fluctuations in the
extgnt to which Manning's be?aviour is dominated g& one or
other of these traits during his life. Thus, having noted
that in Manning's boyhood "the worlds of danger" of school-
bovy Harrow compete unsuccessfully with the "audible voice”

of the spiritual life (14), Strachey goes on to drily remark

that thoroughly secular considerations. dominate Manning's.
}

-
decision-making a short while later when, faced by the
necessity to choose a career, he opts for the Church "only
when the offer of a Merton Fellowship seemed to depend upon

his taking orders” (16).

For another, Strachey carefully traces the dynamics

of the resulting conflicts, by highliéhting crucial moments

é?ipf decision in Manning's life, such as his conversion to
: ”
Catholicism (48-62). He is fascinated by the intricacies

of Manning's mind, and makes a detailed examination of the

subtle menﬁal gvmnastics which precede his conversion. What

)

makes Manning interesting to the reader is Strachey's
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insistence that the reality. of his inner history is complex.

‘Having commented, .for example, that at the age of 38

Manning "lived to the full the active life of a country
clergyman. His slim athletic figure was seen everywhere" (49),

Strachey then remarks: "Such was the outward seeming of the

" Archdeacon's life; but the inward reality -was different.

The more active, the fore fortunéte, the more full of

-

happv promise his existence Became, the more persistently

was his secret imagination haunted by a dreadful vision--

+he lake that burneth for ever with brimstone and fire" (49).

The discussion of Manning's diary at the time of
Err&ngton's ignominiéus "liberation" from the Coadjutorship
of Westminster is gnother kéy passage of analysis which shows
Strachev's engagement with the complexities of his subject's
inner life. He starts by commenting on the telling
discrepancy between Manning’s outwgrd profession of dis-
interestéd zeal for the cause, and his inmost? desires which
are for a successful career. However, he ig concerned lest
we oo hastily judge Manning to be a mere crass adventurer
or -simple hypocrite, anéd therefore draws our attention to
the fact that the extracts gquoted from his diaries not only
reveal discrepancies between the outward seeming and inner
reality, but also reveal ambiguities deeply ;ooted.in

Manning's unconscious. He is intrigued by the paradox that

) Manning's "scruples deepened with his desire; and he could

"
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satisfy his most exorbitant ambitions in a profundity ‘of

. -

self-abasement” (75).

Strachey’s treatment of Maﬂhinq %s inistrddg )

i contrast to his one dimensional treatment of the subor-

dinaté figures such as Newman, Wiseman, Mgr Talbot, the

Pope, and the Cardinals. ﬁnlike Manning: these men appear

+o have little or no inner history. Strachey's interest

in them, it is clear, is in the ambiguity‘which the

conjunction of their personalities represents. He. may

sympathize with the simplicity of Wiseman and respéct

Newman's integri’ty.l4 He may despise the out and out ,/’"‘-\\\\#ﬂ
é;;iiéity of the Pope and Cardinals. But it is the com- |
bingtion of simplicity and duplicity within the single

person of Manning which really captures Strachey's interest

and which inspires his fullest response as a biographer.

- .

Florence Nightingale, unlike Manning, is portrayed
as a fundamentally ungmbiguous figure. Only in the short
first section dealing with her early life is there the

slightest hint of inner turmoil, and even at this point

the only real conflict 1is between Florence's aspirations
and the means whereby she may realize them. In any case,
the portrait effectively begins when Strachey's subject

is in her, early twenties, by which time "the want" to

-

become a nurse "absurd, impractical ‘as it was, not only

remained fixed irmovable in her heart, but grew in intensity
!
\

'
\
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da% by day" (132). As we have seen, the remainder of
.the portrait 1is firmlf structured around Florence
Nightingale'%_single—ﬁinded pursuit of thése goals, and
the pattern of conflict which ensues when she is baulked

by those in authority.

However, even though Florence Nightingale is not

. presented as an inherently ambiguous figurxe, and although

conflict is essentialdy dramatic and external, Strachey's

eve is quick to degect the ironic discrepancy between myth

b

and reality, and to perceive the ironic conjuncktions of

15

people, time, and place in her life. Most important of

all, his stance towards Florence herself is decidedly
1

ambivalent; a mixture of ad@iratién and dislike, fascination

and revulsion.16

' as T noted earlier, Strachey opens his portrait of
Florence Hightingale by démclishing the popular conception
of his subject. However, I think it is thoroughly misleading
to caﬁegorize thig as merely the work of a "debunking”
biogfapher.l7 Strgchey's portrait of Florence may well have

been sparked by his well-known irreverence for the inhumanly

perfect images of Victorian notables, current in his dayl8

and he certainly had a penchant for scandal and a thorough
dislike.of hypocrisy, "stuffiness" and pomposity.l9 Still,
the richness of his portrait of Florence Nightingale comes

not from the biting edge pf his exposé& of the hollow Victorian
: . {

i
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image of her, but from his own perceptive analysis of the.
psychology of the woman the myth obscured. Whereas
Strachey found the idealised saintly Florence Nightingale
abhorrent, he found to his delight that "in the real Miss
Nightingale there was more that was interesting than in the

legendarv one"” (129).

It is true that he is appalled by her Victorian
éggressiveﬁess: the demon that*possesses her makes the
real Miss Nightingale less "agreeable” than the legendary
one (129). Although "to the wounded soldier on his couch
of agony she might well appear in the guise.of_a gracious
angel of meréy . . . the military surgeons, and the
orderlies,'and her own nurses, and the 'Purveyor', and Dr
Hall; %Ed even Lord Stratford himself*could tell a different
story .. . . Beneath Her cool and calm demeanour lurked
fierce and passionate fires." (147-8) Strachey, with a
perceptible shudder, tells us that the.discerning onlooker
"perceived something more than that--the serenity of high
delibefation in the scope of the capacious brow, the sign
of power in the dominating curve of the thin nose, and the
traces of a harsh and dangerous temper--something peevish,
sgaéthing mocking, and vet something precise—-in the small
and delicate mogth . . . As for her voice, it was true of

it even more than of her countenance, that it 'had that in

it one must fain call masterf'%l48).
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Furthermore , he quite obviously' feels that her single-
minded crusading zeal led her to behave with unforgivable
ruthlessness towards others. The emotive charge of the
language used to describe her conduct towards Sadney Herbert
effectively conveys his strong moral reservations about this
kind of behaviour: "She took hold of him, taught him, shaped
him, absorbed him,.dominated him through and tﬁrough . ..
that terrific personality swe@t him forwaéa at her own fierce
pace and with her own relentless étride.. . .QIf Lérd Panmure
was. a bi%on, Sidnéy Yerbert, no doubt was a stag--a comely
gallant creature spfinging'through the forest, but the fqregt
is a dangerous place. One has the imagé of those widé-eyes
fascinated suddenly by something feline, something Strong:

there is a pause; and then the tigress has her claws in the

guivering haunches:; and then . . .!" (162-3)

Florence Nightingalé's lack of compunction in using
her friends to the uttermost must have been anathema to
the man who described the salon of Mlle de Lespinasse as
a place where . one found "a sense of freedom and intimacy
which was the outcome of real eguality, a real understanding,
a real ff;endship such as have éxisted; before or since, in

20 This was also the man who was

few societies indeed.”
capable of enthusing over a Hogarth scene because it con-
jured up"” . : . all the good things of civilization,--

trangquillity, and easy talk, and familiar friendship, and
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21 The words recall

smiles, and the happiness of love."
Leona;d Woolf's definition of Bloomsbury as a group based

on "friendship, which in some cases developed into love

-and marriage"22 and DefSmond MacCarthy's comment that
"'Bloomsbury’ is neither a movement, nor a push, but only

a group of friénds; whose affection and respect for each -
other has stooa the test of nearly thirty vears and whose
intellectual candour makes their company agreeabie to each

other.“23 i

Certainly Strachey's harshest criticism of Florence
Nightingale 'is on the score of her heartless manipulation of
others. As he unforgivingly remarks:

"Devoted, indeed, these disciples were, in

no ordinary sense of the term; for certainly
she was no light task-mistress and he who v
set out to be of use to Miss Nightingale was
ap£ to find, before he had go;efvery far,

that he was in truth being made use of in
good earnest--to the very limit of his
endurance and his capacity. Perhaps, even
beyond those limits; why n;t? Was she asking
of others more than she was giving herself?

Let them look at her lying there pale and

breathless on the fBPCh; could it be said
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that she spared herself? Why, then, should

she spare others?" (163)

It ié, of course, this trait in Florence Nightingale whicb,k
in Strachey's view, pushed Sidney Herbert biyond the limits °
of his endurance, and which elicits his scornful"'Blessed
are the merciful! ‘Wﬁat strange ironic prescience'ﬁad led

Prince Albert, in the simplicity of his heart, to choose

that motto for the Crimean brooch?" (174)

Nevertheless, even‘this criticism of Florence is

at 1eastl§artially muted by Strachey’s underlving appreciation
of the social realities which shaped her fanaticism. Whilst
never excusing her treatment of her oid friend, his inference
thaf she might not have been fully cognisant of thebhuman
toll consequent on her blind pursuit 9f victory because "the
strain upon (Herbert) was greater even than she perhaps could
 realize" (174) modifies the severity of subseguent moral
judgement passed upon her. Thus, even though Strachey's
description of the dying Sidney Herbert is full of warmth

and compassion, his assessment of Florence's conduct towards
him is notably restrained: "When the onward rush of a
powerful spirit sweeps a weaker one to its destruction, the
commonplaces of the moral judgement are better left unmade.
If Miss Nightingale had been less ruthless Sidney Herbert

would not have perished; but then, she would not have been



-
Miss Nightingale. The force that created was the fogée
that destroyed. It was her Demon tha; was résponsiblé.
When ths fatal news reached her she was overcome by

agbny" (175} .

-

Although Strachey does not, in this instance,
totally absolve Florence.Nightingale from guilt, he is
pleading the case for mitigating circumstances with some
vigour, arguing that Florence herself was as much a victim.
of her "Demon" as was Sidnéy Herbert. This judgemént is
reinforced by the remainder of the paragraph, in which
Strachey, as well as conveving a sense of Florence's un-
pleasant%y egotistical anger also convevs a sense of the
inadequacy of her emotional response to others. This leaves
the reader with a feeling of waste, and of regret for a life

so imbalanced by unfulfilled potential.

The portrait as a whele is by no means as negative
as many critics have argued.24 Quite a positive tame is set
at the very start Qhen, discussing Florence's struggle to be
independent of her family, Strachey admiringly comments: "A
weaker splrit would have been overwhelmed by the load of
such(digtresses--would have yielded or snapped. But this
extraorgﬁnary woman held firm, and fought her way to victory.
With amazing persistence, during the eight years that followed

her rebuff over Salisbury .Hospital, she struggled and worked

and planned” (132). Later on, having given a graphic outline
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of the enormity of the task facing her at Scutari, (136-

140) Strachey makes the following remarks: "Miss Nightingale
came, and' she, at any rate, in that inferno, did not abandon
hope" (140). "With consummate tact, with all the gentleness
of supreme strength, she managed at last to impose her
personality. upon the susceptible, overwrought, discouraged,

and helpless group of men in authority who surrounded her"

(142} .

Strachev's description of her work in the Crimea is

particularly flattering:

{For} to those who watched her at work among
the sick, moving day and night from bed to
bed, with *hatunflinching courage; with that
indefatigable vigilance, it seemed ds if the
concentrated force of an uﬁdivided and un-
paralleled devotion could hardly suffice for
that.portion of er task alone. Wherever,
in those vast wards, suffering was at its
worst and the need for help'was greatest,
there, as if by magic, was Miss Nightingale. -
Her supefhuman equanimity would, at the
moment of some ghastly operation, nerve the

victim to endure and almost to hope. Her

sympathy would assuage the pangs of dving



and bring back to those still living some-
thing of the forgotten charm of life. Over
and over again her untiring efforts rescued
those whom the surgeons had abandoned as

beyond the possibility of cure. (146-7)

Strachey also evidently approves the aims o{\the
sgcial work she undertakes on her return from the Crimea.
For example, after noting the low reputation the nursing
profession enjoyed in her time; he adds: "Certainly, things
have changed sfhaiwthose davs; and that they have changed is
due, far more than é; any other human being, to Miss Nightin-
gale herself” (132).25 He also recognises the value of her

C>committee work. About her "Notes affecting the Health,
Efficiency, and Hospital Agministration of the British Army"
he says: "This\Extraordinary composition, filling more than’
eight hundred closely printed pages, laying down vast
principleé of far reaching reform, discussing the minutest
details of.a multitude of controversial subjects, containing
an enormous mass of information of the most varied kinds--
military, statisE}cal, sanitary, architectural--was ﬁever
giveh to the public, for the need never came; but it formed
the basis of the Report of tgﬁ Roval Commission, and it

remains to this day the leaf&ng authority on the medical

sdministration of armies" (167). Although Strachey pokes

\,-/
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fun at the laboriousness of her methods, there is no gquestion |

about the sincerity of his respect for her achievements.

We note a similar tone of respect in the way he,
sums up her contribution towards the reform of hospitals:
"she was able to improve the conditions in infirmaries and
workhouses; and one of her most remarkable papers forestalls
the recommendations of the Poor Law Commission of 1903" (171} .
I use the word ‘respect' advisedly, however, for in séressing
the positive aspects of Strachey's attitude towards Florence
Nightingale I do not wish to imply too close an emotional
engagement on his part. At their most positive, Strachey's
feelings towards her are of édmirétion.;ather than of love
oﬁ affection, anéd his image of her as an "eagle” (134) aptly
summarizes the way his respect for her strength is always
tinged by an uncﬁmfortable awareness of her ferocity. She is,

after all, an arch-Victorian as well as an arch-rebel.

in General Gordon, Strache§ once more éhose a subject
well-suited to his particular skills as a biographer. The
1ife of Gordon obviously fired Strachey's imagination quite
as much, if not more so, than the lives of Manning énd
Florence Nightingale, and in a way that the life of Arnold,
equally obviously did not. At one point, for example,
Strachey described how, in the final days of Khartoum, Gordon
"sitting léte into the night . . . filled the empty telegraph

forms with the agitations of his spirit, overflowing ever
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more hurried}y, more furiously, with the lines of emphasis,
and capitals, and exclgmation marks more thickly inter-
spersed, so that the signs of his living passion are still
visible to the inquirer of today on thos%[thin sheets of

»

mediocre,paper and in the torment of the‘ank" (303). The
toﬁé\gfﬁgbese lines is characteristic of the portralt.
Stracheyv's own fascination with Gordon is as palpable as the
"living passion" of Goxdon himself. In fact, Gordon would
seem to have been a near—ideal sﬁbject for Strachev’'s pen:
an inherently subtle and ambiguous man, the inconsistencies
of whose life and character Strachey finds i?triguiné, but
also a man of tremendous energy, a colourfuf, romahtic,

profoundly unconventional man, to whom he is warmly attracted.26

Strabhey ciearly finds Gordon's irreverence towards
stuffed shirt officialdom an endearing trait. His own
contempt for Colonial bureaucracy is reflected in his remark:
“That the English authorities should have seen fit to
recognise Gordon's services {(in China) by the reward usually
reserved for industrious clerks was typical of their attitude
towards him until the very end of his career" (233). It is
thus with evident relish that he so fully reports the
vitriolic contents of Gordon's diary entries which "lay bare
the ineptitude and the faithlessness of the English
Government” (301). Indeed, despite his horror of Gordon's

fanatical brand of religion, Strachey very favourably

s
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1

contrasts Gordon's personal integrity with the "convenient”
diplomatic and political consciences of Gladstone and Baring,
and with the corruption of the Sudanese and Egyptian

administrations Gordon served.

A

"It is also obvious that Strachey was strongly
attrgcted by the restless energy of Gordon, in the same waf
that he found himself awestruck by the energy of Florence
Nightingale. There is.admiration in the description of
Gordon;s work in the Sudan, in which Strachey ;%e=ks of

"the agonising nature" of his task (239), and of the way

he "struggled with enormous difficulties--with the confused and

horrible country, the appalling climate, the maddening insects

and the loathsome diseases, the indifference of subordinates
and superxriors, the savagery of the slave—-traders, the hatred
of the inhabitants" (239) and still succeeded in meeting his
objectives. Furthermore, Strachey clearly'saw this restless
man of action as a colourful and supremely romantic figure;
the "complete antithesis"™ of Sir Evelyn Baring whose -
temperament he emotively déscripéé aé "all in monochrome,
touch in cold blues and jndecisive greys" and "eminently
unromantic" (285}. évidently he views fuli—bloodgd commit-
ment to anti-establishment or unconventional causes by
persons such as Gordon and Florence Nightingale as greatly

. \ -
preferable to the cautious espousal of convention by a

Baring or a Panmure, or the vigorqus_conservatism of an

N

N
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Arnold.

Above-ail,_Strachey is drawn to the English subtlety
of Gordon's character. Had he perceived Gordon'either as

totally conventionalland matter of fact, or as totally
e - . .
eccentric arnd romantic, instead of as a mixture of these

different elements, his imagination would have been less

fully engaged and his own response as a biographer more
stmplistic. As it-is, Strachey remains fascinated by his

LY

subject's "in

is never bomolete

Oﬂ?nlng oaragraphs of the Dbktralt may be read as both an

1ndlcatlon o; 1ts scope and of the reasons Lor its success;

"The circumst

of suggestiorn,for the curious examiner of the past. There

- emerges from those obscure, unhappy records an interest,

not merely pé?ﬁtical and historical but human and dramatic”

(224). - )
7 >

14 sum, Strachev's focus in Eminent Victorians is

. on the Victorian English. In all four portraits he explores

/%fhe reClorocai relatlonshlo between the individual and the -

age. Hls subjects both define and are ‘j ined by theirx

historical and cultural milieu, whether this be ﬁhe Oxford

-

" “Movemept ' (Manning), the Victorian Establishment . (Florence

‘Nightingale), the mid-century movement for educational

reform fArnold) or-British Coldnialism in Egypt and ‘the

r historv" and by the individual spirit which

e\ollcable, but alwavs interesting. The

Aces of that tragic history . . . remain full'

75.
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Sudan (Gordon). An important trait they have in common

is their dynamism. There is, however, a marked contrast
between Stfaqhey's relatively sympathetié presentation of
the busy career of Florence Nightingale on the one hand, .
ané.hig-highly critical presentation of that of Arnold, on
the other:28 The former, he evidently views as an example
oEAictorian dvnamism harnessed for good, the latter as an
example‘of the same dynamism harnessed for utterly conven-
~tional (and‘ggerefore utterly despicable) Victorian ideals.
Bv contrast, the careers of Manning and Gordon he inter-

prets as embodying, in their contradictory facets, both the

cShstructive and destructive potential of the age.
\ .

although he presents all his eminent Victoriansy

as "characteristic sPecimené of the age" (6-7), Strachey

3

' -~
is more fascinated by what makes them unique than by what

they have in common. In his Preface he savs: "I hope . . .

‘that the foljowing pages may prove to be of interest from

the strictlylbiograpﬁical no less than from the historical

point of view. Human beings are too important to be treated

as mere symptoms of the past. They have a value which is

a*

independent of any temporal processes—-which is eternal,

and must be felt for its own sake " (7%

a Al “ ~
- &

The -evidence of the work 'as a whole is that Strachey 's

- L4 -

statement constitutes ‘a realistic appraisal of his practice
. i L

it Emfnent Victorians as well as of his principles. I don't

-

d

T

>
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think it generally true that in Eminent Victorians Strachey'

"irony . - ) was, so acid that he paftly dehumanised his
subjects"zg, nor that he was, on the whole,” "writing about
people whom he disliked.“30 I also part company Gith the
legion of critics who, like Mark Longaker, argue that
Strachey "was peculiafly eduipped . . . to see the foibles

of mankind.">T

. On the contrary, Strachey's portraits of Mahning,
Florence Niéhtingale and Gordon clearly display the kind
of sensitivity to the uniquene§§ of the human spirit’to
which he aspired. As I have shown, these portraits do not

merely "debunk", but successfully illuminate what makes the

person different from and not like others. Only in the

77.
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portrait of Arnold does Strachey truly dehumanise his subject.

In fhis case alone, Strachey's ironic presence reduces his

subject to a sort of Victorian Aunt Sally.
& : .

The most important conclusion to be drasa about

Eminent Victorians concerns the precise limits within which

-

Strachey produces his best biographical writing. All four

portréits are skilfully constructed narratives, but Stracheyv's

success as'a biographer is dependent on the existence of a

very specific type of rapport with his subject. Thé éubject

f

whe really fires his imagination is one whose ﬂgye he
~

perceives ins subtle and ambiguous terms, such a$ Manning,

Florence Nightinyale or Gordon. 'Strachey's ideal subject

-,
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is almost, but not quite his equal. He or shg is perceived
as sufficiently his inferior that the ironist in him merci-
léssly illuminates the inconéistgncies in his or her ’
character. Nevertheless, as we have seéﬁ, given the
passi@nate and romantic side of Strachey's nature, his
subject must, like Manning, Florence Nightingale or Gordon,
stand sufficiently high in his esteem that, ironical obser-
vations notwithstanding, his portrait may be respectful of
the person's individuality.

T T

—)
—
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FOOTNQTES: CHAPTER TWO

lThis information is given by Holroyd, p.710.

2Lytton Strachey, Eminent Victorians (London: 1918; 1974),

p.129.
The 1974 Chatto and Windus edition has been used.
For gonvenience, page references are included in the text

in parentheses. b

S

3as George Johnston so .rightly remarked about the 'New

Biograpﬁy' of Ludwig, Maurcis and Strachey: "However
episodic its structure may sometimes appear, the episodes

are never isolated. They are always carefully coordinated.
Stvle, it has been sai&, consists in the art of moving easily
and convinciﬁgly frowf point to point, supplying ‘the needful

correlations without clumsiness. These three writers all

excel in their transitions." George A. Johnston, "The New

R -
Biography: Ludwig, Maurois and Strachey,™ Atlantic Monthly,
143 (1929), 340-41. k\d

4 3 : s :
See also the action-packed description of Gordon's supression

of the Taiping Rebellion. (229-30) -

5Lytton Strachey., "He, She and It," The éeally Interesting

Question and Other Papers, p.93.




6See also Strachey's portrait of Mary Berry, for whom he
felr a similar degree of sympathy, because "a man she
should have been; with her massive practical-intelligence,
she was born too early to be a successful woman:s" Lytton
Strachey, "Mary Berry," B.E., p.208.' There is also -
Strachev's vitriolic attach on the way Carlyle used his wife
"without scruple, to subserve his own purposes” because "She
was his wife, and that was the end of the matter“, in which

he laments the "woman's tragedy" to be traced in Mrs. Carlvie's

letters and deplores the "barbarism and pruderv” of Victorian

England. Lytton Strachey, "carlyle," B.E., pp.254, 255.

7In nis own wav, however, Manning is alﬁo riven by typically
Victoriak contradiction. He is a "tall gaun£ figure, with
the'féce'of smiling ascetism"’(ll). He is also a great
"prince of the Church" (122) whose "preéﬁcupation with the
supernatural” 1s ﬁétchéd by "his preoécupat;on with himself.".

(63)

8Lytton Strachev, "A Statesman: Lord Morley," B.E., p.283.
7

9See the references to Arnold's "decided opinions upon a

‘large number of topics . . . in pamphlets, in prefaces,
and in magazine articles" (2053}, his planned "great work on
Church and State" (206-7), his theological activism (208-

11), and his extensive scholarly endeavours. (178-9)
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loLytton Strachey, Queen vVictoria (London: Chatto and Windué,-

1921; 1969), pp.253-4.

Lytton Strachev, Elizabeth and Essex (London. Chatto and

Wingus, 1928; 1972), pp.277-80.

Lytton'Strachey, "radame dv Deffand,” B.E-., p-186.

Lvtton Strachey, "Lady Hester Stanhope," B.E., p.218.

e

Lytton Strachey, "Madame de Lieven,” B.E., p.228.

e —

“1lgee Michael Holroyd's discussion of Lytton Strachey's
jschooling, éspecially'the following comments: = "At school

I used to weep--oh! for verv definite things--bitter unkind-
ness and vile-brutality.' So wrote Lytton in a letter ta
Leonard Woolf, comparing the intense unhappiness he
experienced as a séhoolboy with his wvaguer, more generalised
feeling of sadness at university. The brazen religiosity of
Abbotsholme, which so devastatingly inflamed hls natural
timidity was soon succeeded in the summer of 18394 b; the
more traditional philistinism of Leamington Coilqge, then

ranked@ as one of the minor public schools." Holrovd, p-93.

See also Strachey's outright attack on this type of education

in "E<ijfe," B.E., pp.257-8.
P

12Dan Jacobsen, Review of George Eliot: The Emergent Self,

by Ruby V. Redinger, in-The Manchester Guardian Weekly, 114,

12 (1976) 22.

7 .

e d
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13Simson convincingly demonstrateé-that Purcell's life
of Manning, Whlch was Strachey's chief solurce, "was SO

unw1tt1n lv conde tory of 1ts subject that lt presented
g

a picture far worse than Strachey s." (3) ‘ ] -

14Consider, for example, the image of Newman: "an old man,
very poorly dressed in an old grey coat’ with the collar
turned up, leanlng over the lvnch gate, in floods of teats
He was apparently in greatvtrouble and his hat was pulled

down over his eves, as if he wished to hide his features."(94)

lsSee, for example, Strachey's analysis of the alliance

between Florence Niéhtingale and Sidney Herbert (138-9).

16St‘rachey"s response to Cook's official biography of
Florence Nightingale, orty a é?ort while before writiné
his own portrait of her was to remark that she ". . . was
a terrible woman--though powerful." Lytton Strachey to
James Strachey, 16 January 1914, gquoted by Nigel Nicolson

The Collected Letters of Virginia Woolf, Vol. II: 1912-1922

(New Ybrk: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1975), p.38.

175ee especially: Iyengar, pp. 57-8; Johnson, pp.510-11;

Scott-James, p.21; and Edmund Wilson, "Lytton Strachey,"

~The New Republic, 72 (1932), 146-8. (Hereafter cited as

Wilson) .
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18we know that Strachey thrned down the offer of writing

the official biography of Florence Nightingale, but was so
appalled by:Edward Cook's deferential aEEEpach that he
. > B A - ™

almost immediately set about writing thg/périrait which was

gl;imaﬁely published in Eminent Victorians. 'Nigel N%colson

The Collected Letters of Virginia Woolf, vol II, p.38.

19gee Strachey's comments in his essay on Macauley that
"A certain a priori stuffiness which seems to hang about
A .

that atmosphere is in reality a Victorian innovation.”

Lytton Strachey, "Macauley,”™ Portraits in Miniature and

Other Essays (London: Chatto and Windus, 1931, p.l72.

-
QﬁLytton Strachey, "Mlle de Lespinasse,” EEE., p.158.

2liytton Strachey, "¥he 0l1d Masters at Burlington House,"

" The Spectator, 100 (1908), 61-2. . ' *
*

22Leonard-Woo_lf, Beginning Again: An Autobiography of

thé Years 1911-1918 (London: Hogarth Press, 1964), ©.25.

23 pesmond MacCarthy, "Bloomsbury, An Unfinished Memoir,"

Memories (London: MacGibbon and Kee, 1953) reprinted in

Rosenbaum, pK27.

24See footnote 17.
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25Passages-such as ‘these show-the extent to which Edmund
Wilson fails to do justice to §E}aéhey's large sympathies
with the situation of égﬁén such as Florence nghtlngale.
Neither in this portralt,‘nor in those of Mme du Deffand

- Queen Victoria, or Queen Elizabeth does Strachev as Wilson
suggests, take pleasure in humlllatlng his women subjects.

Quite the reverse. is the case. Wilson, p.1l47.

261n what follows I part company with Simson, who argues

lthat "the §articulars about the characterization of Gordon
are all presented unsympathetically" (Simson, p.234), and
with critics such as Leonard Bacon, who have argued that the
portrait of Cordon is mere caricature. (Bacon, PP-317-18).

L.
27It also seems likely that Stréchey believed Gorddn to be

uncqpventional in his sexual preferences, though this aspect
of Gordon's life is only briefly hinted at in the published
biography, when Strachey alludes to Gordon's- relations with

his street Arabs. (234}

28As Sanders remarked, Strachey did not object to the man

of actlot as such, but to two types of men of action: "Those

who were luded and those.who were too fervid and zealous in
pursuing a good cause." (169)
29 ' o

Wilson, ©p.146.
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3°Scott—Jam%§, p.6.

31Mark Longaker, Contemporary Biography (Philadelphia:

'-,Universiﬁg of Pennsylvania Press, 1934), p.43.

-
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" CHAPTER THREE: QUEEN VICTORIA

- In Queen Victoria Strachey chose a subject he
identified as being central to the history of an era; a
figure whose personality decisively impinged on the
imagination of her peop}e, on the policies of her go&ern—
ment, and on the general direction of Victorian cultural
life. As Harold Nicolson aptly said, Strachey was not
only faced with “eighﬁy—one solid years, each one crowded
wit;\intricate and important events", but also with "vast
national movements, with vital developments in imperial, -

foreign and domestic policy."I. I believe that Strachev's

talents were more than egqual to the task.

I shall start by examining the skill with which

' ' \
Strachey chronicles those "eighty-one solid years", because
on these terms alone Queen Victoria is an impressive

’

achievement: a tribute to Strachey’s ability to put his

-

artistic ideals into practice. %ecognising thg scope of
his topic, he provides a chronological framewor whicq
orients the reader to key &ents. His narrati is fiuent
and well constructed, the dynamics sureiy orchestrated, and
the rea 'slintergst carefully maintained by a judicious

balance of discussion and drama.

L
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Strachey's handling of chronology is'varied and
effective. He retains a broadly sequential structure which
followé Vietoria from birth, through "Girlhood", "Marriage",
and "ﬁidowhoéd“,_to "0ld Age" and death; and from
"Antecedents” and accession, to the end of her long reign.
After the richly documented opening chapters, he for a time
abandons segquence in favour of a 1argély impressionistic

.

.approach, for reasons which I discuss below.

In the start, Strachey's maig aim is .to outline the
historical context which shapes the personality of the
%uture queen. The first chapter therefore progresses from
éne important event_to the next: "The allied sovereigﬁs--
it was June 18l4--arrived in London to celebrate their
victory"z; "In Janﬁary 1816 (Prince Leopoild) was invited
to England, ghd in May the marriage took place"(2); "When,
in the spring of 1817, it was known that the Princess was _
éxpécting a child, 'the post of one of her physicians-in-

ordinary was .offered to (Stockmar) and he had the good

sense to refuse it"(3); "The Duke of Kent, selecting the

=N

. 1]

Princess of Saxe-Coburg in preference to the Princess of
‘Baden, was united to her on May 29, 1818"; and "The
au@horities provided a set of rooms in Kensington Palace;

\ .
and there, on May 24, 1819, a female infant was born"(l4).3
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By contrast, Strachey's aim in Chapters VII, VEII,
and IX is to convey the uneventful nature of Victoria's

years of seclusion. He accordingly adopts a more impres-

.sionistic approaéh than before. 1In the final chapters which

describe the Queen's return to public life he again employs
predominantly sequential narration. The extent to thch
Strachey stresses chronology is Ebps related to3what"he
perceives as the dominant quality of his subject's day to
day existence. As he remarks at the beginning of Chapter
VII, in assessing-the importance of the death of the Prince
Consort: "She-herselé felt that her true life ceased with
her husband's and that the remainder of her davs on earth
.of a twilight nature--an epilogue to a drama that was done.
Nor is it possible that her biographer should escape a

similar impression" (179).

Igjother respects, toa, Queen Victoria.is a skilfully

stfuctured narrative. .Chapter I flows into Chapter II, as
Strachey smodthly turns the reader's attention from Victoria's
"antecedents"™ to the history of-her early years. The means

he employs to effect this are siﬂgle ené;gﬁ. He ends

'Chapter I with the annéuncement of fictoria's birth, and
commeﬁces Chd%&er IT with the words: "The child who, in these
not very impressive circumsténcesm appeared in the world,.

received but scant attention. There was .small reason to ~.

foresee her destiny"(15).
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Not all the transitions from one chapter to the
next are as smooth as that between the first two, bu; in
all cases tbgy are appropriate to Strachey's purpose. For
examole, Cﬁgpters III and IV mark the opening of new phases
in Victoria's life: first her gccession to the throne, then
her marriage to Albert. Chapter III thus begins: "The new
queen was almost entirely unknown to her subjects" (42},
and Chapter IV: - "It was decidedly a family match" (60) .
In eéch case, Strachey concludes the preceding chapter with
a brief ;ndication of the change to come: in Chapter II,
with the death of William IV and Victoria's verv first acts

as Queen (40-41), and in Chapter III with Victoria's

announcement of her engagement (79).

A more.abrupt interruption in the narrative thread
comes between Chapters VI and VII. Strachey ends Chapter VI
on a note of dark finality: "As Victoria knelt bv the bed,
Albert breathed deeply, breathed gently, breathed at last
no more. His features became perfectly rigid. She shrieked--
one long wild shriek rang through the terror-stricken Castle--
and understood that she had lost him for ever" (178). He
opens Chapter VII with the words: "The death of the Prince
Consort was the central turning-point in the history of
Queen Victoria" (179). By this break Strachey intensifies
the drama of Albert's death and announces the climax of the

work.
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Pace compleménts sequence and structure as
Strachéy‘s means~af impartiﬁg artistic order:to the chaos
of‘his,subjgct's life. Tﬁe speedy rhythms of the first
chapter, for example, impei'the reader towards the true

-

focus of Strachey's interest:w the birth of Victoria.
Background explanation is als; usually fast-paced.
Representative passages are: the description of the changed
political circumstances of the Duchess of Kent énd her
daugh;é}’v22—3), +he discussion of Albert's role as ?fﬁnce
Congoft (91}, the summa}y of the perscnality and career of
Palmérston (123-6), the explanation of Albert's unpopularity

in 1854 (146-51), and the survey of the English Republican

Movement in the early 1870°s (203—6).4

By contrast, passages of psychological analysis are’
usually reflective in tone ané tempo. A characteristic
example is Strachey's discussi?n of Albert's malaise which
opens with the rhetorical guestion: "And vet--why was 1t?--
' all was not well with him. He was sick at heart" (170).

This guestion breaks into the forward thrust of the narrative
line, which is building up towards Albert's death, and sets

rhe tone of horrified fascination with which Strachey circles
around the spectacle of the Prince's "almost mo;bid appetite

for work" (171).5

Stracheyv also freguently varies the pace for dramatic

effect. At the beginning of Part V of Chapter II, for example,



he intentionally slows thé narrative in order to heighten
the reader's'anticipation of Victoria's accession (37-40).
The pithy sentences describing this event are all the more
telling because of the discursive paragraphs on King William's

final illness which precede them:

But there was scant time for resolutions and
reflections. At once, affairs were thick
upon’her. Stockmar came to bre;kfaét, and
gave some good advice. She wrote a letter

to her Uncle Leopola, and a hurried note to
her sister Feodora. A letter came from the
Prime Minister, Lord Melbourne, announcing his
approaching arrival. He céme at nipe, in full
court dress, and kissed her hand. She saw him
alone, and repeated to him the lesson which,
no doubt, the faithful Stockmar had taught her
at breakfast. 'It has long been my intention
to retain vour Lordship and the rest of the
present Ministry at the head of affairs.}i
whereupon Lord Melbourne again kissed her hand
and shortly after left her. She then wrote a
letter of condolence to Queen Adelaide. At
eleven, Lord Melbourne came again; and again
at half past eleven she went downstairs into

the red salon to hold her first Council. (41)
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Examéles abound‘of S£rachéy's skilful control of
éace for dramatic effects, but Chapters IV and V are a
particularly fine illustration of his sustained use o©of pace
to record contrasting themes, and the ebb and flow of mood.
For example, Chapter IV consists of a leisurely account of
Victoria’s family life. The dominaﬁt pace of the chapte£
is as regular as her domestic round. However, the crises
thch punctuate the otherwise shooéh course of her marriage
are marked by a corresponding increase in the, tension of
Strachey's prose. One good example is the passage describing
Victoria's emotional state in the months immediately preceding
the wedding (86-90). Another is the description of the
"struggle of angry wills" between Victoria and Albert in

the early d£§s of marriage (95-6).

By contrast, the tempo of Chapter Vv, which concerns ;
political brinkmanship, is predominantly fast. Relaxations
in tension or pace in this chapter are mere iulls between
one confrontation with Palmerston and the next. Strachey's
narrative pushes forward energetically towards Palmerston's
"first diplomatic crisis™ (126), through the "diplomatic
struggle of great intensity" (127) which follows, to the
climax of the rofal marriages. The first pause comes only
with the dénouement of the Queen of France's letﬁer to Queen

Viectoria (130). Almost immediately we are rushed on into the

story of renewed conflict between Victoria and Albert and
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Palmerston, and from this point on, the pace scarcely,
lets up. Even the structural break between Parts II and
I1I of the chapter is lessened by the.way in which Albert's .
guestion at the end of Part II: "could he believe, in
. his blind arrogance, that even his ignominious dismissal
from office was something that could be brushed aside?" (143)

is answered by the first sentence of Part III: "The Prince's

triumph was short-lived" (143).

A brief indication of the larger role of conflict

in Queen Victoria is in order here, because I have so far

focussed solely on the way the moments of high drama function
as climacticfocal points which break into the narrative flow
and act as foilé to discursive'passages of psychological
analysis or historical explanation. what his comments on
the confrontations between Victoria and her mother, uncle,
ministers andé husband also show is that conflict is not
simply a convenient artistic device but a cormerstone of
Strachey's biograpﬁic method. Given a multiplicity of data,
his approach is always to seize upon what he takes to be the
significant dramatic patterns of the iife, and from these

to distil the essence of his subject's personality. This is

the true importance of conflict in Queen Victoria.

To recognize the mastery of chronology, structure,

and pace in Queen Victoria is to appreciate the gualities

which make it an impressive narrative. Other £factors

Ly



contribute to its success as a piece of biographical writing,
As the preceding comments on Strachey's handling of conflict
- indicate; one of.the most important of these 1is the inter-
pretative framework he employs as a means of highliqh}ing
the significant features of his subjects' liﬁes. This
reminds us that Queen Victoria is more than simply 2 tribute

¢
to Strachev's mastery of narrative. It is also an immensely

effective expression of the philosophical; psychological, and
moral values which inform his judgement as a biographer.

Since Strachey's mediating presence 1in Queen Victoria is so

pervasive and so explicit, I turn now to an explanation of
his point of view: firstly to his continued emphasis on the
reciprocal relationship between the history of the individual
and the historv of the age; and secondly, to the overall
impact of his stance on the nature and effectiveness of the

portraiture in Queen Victoria.

As in Eminent Victorians, Strachey stresses the way

individuals are defined by their milieu. In so doing, he
demonstrates a gift for succint exposition of the key issues
and events of the age. A few representative examples can

be cited; the outline of political and constitutional
issues in the first two chapters (1-41); the sketch of Lord
Melbourne's career before he became Prime Minister (49-53);
+he resumé of Palmerston's career (123-6); the summary of
the crisis of the.Spanish Succession (126-30); the

———
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characterization of 1818 as "that vear of revolutions, when,
in all directions and with alarming frequence, crowns kept'
rolling off roval heads" (131); and the discussion of

Albert's death (179-80).

His skill at ogtlining general political and social
+rends notwithstanding, it is obvious that the mainspring
of Strachey's interest in history is psychological. He
~again gives prominence to the activities of a few influential
figures: men such as Stockmar, who knows all "the momentous
secrecies of European statecraft” (170), and Prince Albert,
whose death "was an event of national, or European
importance” (179).7 - In fact, it would be true to say that

in Queen Victoria Strachey usually explains the operation

of historical forces in terms of individual influence;
whether it be that of Lehzen, Stockmar, Melbourne, and Albert
over the Queen, or that of Victoria over the direction of

British policy at home and abroad.

'Thus, in Chapter III we £find Strachey noting that
changes in the roval hoﬁsehold after Victoria's accession
"marked the triumph of one person--the Baroness Lehzen” (45) ,
that "When the Queen's Ministers came in at one door, the
Baroness went out by another; when they retired she immediately
returned” (45), and that "No doubt it was true that tech-
nically she took no part in public business, but the

distinction between what is public and what is private 1is
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always a subtle one, and in the case of a reigning
sovereign--as tWe next few years were to show--1it is

often imaginary" (45).

Strachey goes on to remark: "the\influence
wielded by the Baronéss, supreme as it seemed within 1its
own sphere, was not unlimited; there were other forces at
work. For one thing, the faithful‘Stockmar had taken up
his residence in the Palace" (46). He elaborates: "With
Lehzen to superﬁise every detail of her conduct, with
Stockmar in the next room, so full of wisdom and experience
of affairs, with her Uncle Leopold's letters too, pouring
out so constantly their stream of- encouragements, general
reflections, and highly valuable tips, Victoria, even had
she been without other guidance, would have stodd in no
lack of private counsellors. But other guidance she had;
for ail these influences.paled before a new star, of the
first magnitude, which, rising suddenly upon her horizon,

immediately dominated her life" (48).

The "new star" is Melbourne, but Strachey's account
goes on to stress that Melbourne is in turn supplanted by
Albert, the dominant influence in Victoria's life. He
tells us that with the fall of Melbourne's Whig Ministry,
the Queen "could hardly bring herself to speak to Peel” (98),
and that she decided to "discuss evervthing with Albert

now" (98). Furthermore, within a year of Melbourne's



resignation "another and an equally momentous change wés
effected--the removal of Lehzen . . . At length (Alberﬁ)
perceived that he need hesitate no longer--that every wish,
every velleity of his had only to be expressed to be at

once Victoria's. He spoke, and Lehzen vanished for ever"

(100).

Of course, in Strachey's account, the influence of
Albert is but an extension of Stockmar's potent influence
over Victoria. Left to himself, sayg Strachey, Albert
"would almost certainly have subsided into a high-minded
nonentity, an aimless dilettante busy over culture, a
palace appendage without influence or power" (93). However,
"For ever at his pupil's elbow, the hidden Baron pushed him
forward, with tireless pressure, along the path which had
been trod by Leopold so many years ago™ (93-4). Stockmar
"incessantly harped upon the two strings--Albert's sense
of duty and his personal pride" (94). Even on holiday
Stockmar's "solicitude, poured out in innumerable letters,
still watched over his pupil from afar™ (96). Albert
"listened as to the voice of a spiritual director inspired
with @&ivine truth" (97). Stockmar, wheo had returned to
England, therefore"watched the departure of Lord Melbourne
with satisfaction. If all went well, the Prince should now
wield a supreme political influence over Victoria™ (98}).

Following the demise of both Melbourne and Lehzen, "The
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Baron, in spite of his dyspepsia, smiled again: Albert

was supreme" (100).

Besides believing that the influence of Lehzen,
Stockmar, Melbourne, and Albert crucially shaped Victoria’s
attitude to the monarchy, Strachey also sees her as being
in the same Stockmar mould of "constitutional sovereign™
as Leopold (46f. He summarizes Leopold 's aspirations in
the following way: "To be a Majesty, to be 2 cousin of
Sovereigns, to marry a Bourbon for diplomatic ends, to
correspond with the Queen of England, to be very stiff and
very punctual, to found a dynasty, to bore ambassadresses
into fits, to live on the highest pinnacle. . ." (47). The
principles of conduct to which Viectoria owes allegiance &re
remarkably similar. She alsc exercises considerable
personal control over British domestic and foreign policy.

I+ is her intervention alone which secures the return of

98.

the Whig Ministry to power: “The Queen would not be soothed;
and still less would she take advice” (71), "She was
adamant" (72), "The venerable congueror of Napoleon was

outfaced by the relentless eqguanimity of a girl in her

teens. He could not move the Queen an inch" (72).

If he stresses the way individuals shape and are
shaped by their environment, Strachey also treats his
subjects as, in varying degrees, embodiments of their age.

. .. . g . . .
Victoria is the prime example. Early in the portrait he
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comments on ﬁer childhocd meeting with‘Géorge IV in the
%ollowing way: "The old rip . . . received the tiny
creature who.was one day to hold in those same halls a | -
very different state: "Give me vour little paw', he said; '
and the two ages touched” (22). He continues this theme

in his account of the fiist.two days of the voung Queen's
reign "What, above all, struck everybody with over-
wﬂelming force was the contrast between Victoria and her
uncles. The nasty old men, debauched and selfish, pig-
headed and ridiculous, with their perpetual burden of debts,
confusions, and disreputabilities--they had vanished like
the snows of winter, and here at last, crowned and radiant,

was the spring" (42-3).

Furthermore, he correlates Victoria's popularity
with the extent to which she successfully embodies the
predominantly middle class values and aspirations of nine-
teenth century England. Thus, in his analysis of the crucial
social and‘political changes which herald the Victorian Age,
he emphasizes that "The centre of gravity in the constitution
was shifted towards the middle classes™ (23), and that "The
Princess Victoria was henceforth the living symbol of the

Gictory of the middle classes" (23}).

His comments about the period of Victoria's greatest

popularity provide the most explicit statement of his position:
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The public looked on with approval. A few
aristocrats might sniff and titter, but
with the nation at large the Queen was now
once more extremely popular. The middle
classes, in particular, were pleased. They
liked a love-match; they liked a household
which combinred the advantages of rovalty
and virtue, and in which they seemed to see,
reflected as in some resplendent looking-
glass, the ideal image of the very lives
they led themselves . . . (Victorialwas . . .
the embodiment, the living apex of a new era
in the generations of mankind. The last
vestiges of the eighteenth century had dis-
appeared: cynicism and subtlety were
shrivelled into powder; and duiy, industry,
- morality, anéd domesticity triumphed over
them. Even the very chairs and tables had
assumed, with a singular responsiveness, the
forms of prim solidity. The Victorién Age

was in full swing. (116-7)

Elsewhere in the biography Strachey speaks of Victoria's
"garish middleclass garments"” (164), and of the solid bourgeois

values which caused her to write to the editor of the Times
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"asking him if he would 'frequently write articles pointing

out the immense danger and evil of the wretched frivolity

and levity of the views and lives ®f the Higher Classes'" (222).
His closing judgement is: "The middle classes, firm in the
triple brass of their respectability, reﬁoiced with a

special joy over the most respectable of Queens.” (249)

Despite the fact that Strachey's Victoria is presented
as the supreme embodiment of thé age to which she .gave her
name, she is never presented as completely defined by it.

She is~more than the siméle apotheosis of Victorianism. As
in his portrait of that other single-minded lady Florence
Nightingale, Stracheyv shows himself intrigued by a uniquely
forceful subject. Even though he believes Victoria's
character to be inhérenfiy uncomplicated,9 his attitude
towards her is'decidedly ambivalent: he is as irritated at
her limitations as he is attracted to her strengths. His

Queen Victoria is as simple in her virtues as in her faults.

Those faults are, of course,,glaringly highlighted
by the searching beams of Strachey's irony. The traits
which he exposes most mercilessly are her obstinate refusal
to attempt to improve her understanding of current political
and social issues, and her "singular intellectual limita-
tions" (207). He points to the inadeguacies of Victoria's
education as at least partially responsible (27), but he

nonetheless mocks such things as her "short uneasy colloguies"
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with her after-dinner guests, during which "the aridity

of royalty was apt-to become pa{;¥ully evident" (57). He

‘also says that "Of the wider significance of political

questions she knew nothing” (68).10

He is particularly scathing about Victoria's mental
capacities. He makes the damning comment that Albert was
unable to "summon distinguished scientific and literary

. ¢ .
men to his presence"” (95) in order to alleviate the tedium

e

of life at Windsor because "Victoria had no fancy to
encourage such people” knowing that she was unequal to

takiﬁg part in their conversation (93). As he also later

- remarks, Victoria “"was no philosopher” (103); nor, despite

"the vigour of inspiration” (186) which led her to take upon

herself "that vast burden of toil which (Albert) had taken

upon his shoulders™ (185) did she possess Albert's logical
-

capacities and administrative talents.

 However, Strachey's fullest comhentary on Victoria's
"singular-intellectual limitations” occurs in his analysis
of her handling of Gladstone's Ministry of 1869-74 (200-203).

During.this period she was faced with "an agitating atmos-

phere of interminable reform™ (200).

She disapproved, she struggled, she grew very
angry; she felt that if Albert had been living

- things would never have happened so; but her



103.

protests and he; complaints were alike
unavailing. The mere effort of grappling
with the mass of documents %hich po@fed v
in upon her in an ever-growing f£lood was
terribly exhausting. When the draft of
~e ‘the lehgthy and intritate Irish Church Bill
came befqre her, accompanied by an explana:
tory letter from Mr. Gladstone covering a
dozeq‘cIosely-written'quarto pages, she
almost despaired. She turned from the Bill .
“to the explanation, ané from the explanation ‘
back ;gain to the Bill, and she could not
decide which was the most confusing. But .
she had to do her duty; she haé not only to -
‘read, but to make notes. At last she handed
the whole heap of papers to Mr Martin who
happened to be staying at Osborne, and
requested him to make a précis of tﬁem. When
he had done so, her disapproval of the

- measure became more marked than ever. (200)
.,(
Stracheyv brutally underlines Victoria's limitations by juxta-
posing this account of her response %o the complex Irish Bill
with a2 description of her detailed correspondence over the

more readily comprehensible issue of w#hether R.N. sailors
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should be allowed to wear beards-(200-201) .
He also severely censures those aspects of her

behaviour which he attributes to Albert's influence over
her: most notably her inflexible sense of duty, and her

firm refusal to vield to sentiment (at least during his

PN

lifetime). He tells us, for example, that the "early dis-
cords" of their life together were "resolved into the
absolute hafmo;y of married life" (76) because Victoria
"had surrendered her whole soul to herAhusband“ (100).

This "new happiness" Strachey tells ;s "was no lotus-dream.
On the contraryv, it was bracing, rather than relaxing.
Never before had she-felt so acutelv the necessity for
doing her duty. She.worked more methodically than ever

at the business of State; she watched over her Eﬁildren

-

with untiring wvigilance™ (103).

Interestingly, Strachey clearly believes that

Melbourtie's influence véry nearly won the day: - "Humanity

and fallibility are infectious things; was it possible that
Lehzen's prim pupil had caught them? That she was'beginning
to listen to siren voices? That the secret impulses of self-
expression, of self-indulgence even, were mastering her life?
For a momént the child of the new age looked back and waféggd
towards the eighteenth. It was the most critical moment of
hér career. Had those influences lasted, the development of

her character, the history of her life would have been
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completely changediﬂ(?G), However, as events turned out,
"The seriousness of albert, the claims of her children,

her own inmost inclinations and the mpvément of the whole
surrounding world combined.to urge her forward along the
narrow wav of public and domestic duty” (115). Strachéyis
use of the word "narrow" in this context tellingly indicates
his view that this particular concept of "duty" was a mis-

guided and inappropridte channelling of Victoria's natural

energies.

¢

Despite his merciless exposure of the Queen's
intellectual limitations, and inflexibly Victorian sense
of duty, Strachev's account is not, on balance, an utterly
ruthless cone. As we have seen, he blames some of her worst
faults on Albert. He also feels a gecod deal of affechion

11

for her. However misguided her zeal, however unpardonable

her sense of duty, her genuineness wins Strachey over to such

an extentl2 that his final assessment of her runs in part:

. . . in the impact of a pergonality, it is
something deeper, something fundamental and
common to all its gualities, that really
tells. In Victoria it is easy té discern
the nature of this underlying element; it
was a peculiar sincerity. Her truthfulness,

her single-mindedness, the vividness of her
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emotioné, and her*unrestrained expression
of them were the varied forms which this
central characteristic assumed. It was
her sincerity which gave her at once her
impressiveness, her charm, and hef

- absurdity . . . (Her people) felt instinc-
tively Victoria's irresistible sincerity,
and they responded. And in truth it was

an endearing trait. (250-51)

Strachey also feels considerable admiration for the
way Victoria fulfilled fer duties as Queen. The account of
her first Coundil is utterly free of irony and emphasises

the unexpected "grace and dignity" with which she performed

in her new role:

The great assembly of lords.and notables,
bishops, generals, and Ministers of State,
saw the doors thrown open and a very short,
very slim girl in deep plain mourning come
into the room alone and move forward to her
seat with extraordinary dignity and grace;
they saw a countenance, not beautiful, but
prepossessing--fair hair, blue prominent

eves, a small curved nose, an open mouth
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revealiné the upper teeth, a tin§ chin, a
clear complexion, and, over all, the strangely
mingled signs of innocence, of gra;ity, of
yvouth, and of composure; they heard a high
unwavering voice reading aloud with perfect
clarity; and then, the ceremony over, they

saw the small figure rise and, with the same
consummate grace, the same amazing dignity,

pass among them, as she had come in, alone. (41)

A similarly positive tone characterizes the descrip-
tioniof Victoria's reception of the Tsar: "But in that wealth
of splendour, the most imposing spectacle of all was the Queen.
The little Hausfrau . . . suddenly shone forth without art,
without effort, bv a spontaneous and natural transition, the
very culmination of Majesty" (104). And Strachey’s admiration
shines through in every line of his account of Victoria's
reception of Napoleon III and the Empress Eugénie: "The
true majesty was hers, and she knew it. More than once when
the two were .together in publiec, it was the woman towards
whom, it seemed, nature and art had given so little, who,
by sheer force of am inherent grandeur, completely threw her

adorned and beautiful companion into the shade™ {164).
-~y

In Stracheyv's view, Victoria not only fulfils her

obligations with dignity (unlike her predecessors) but also
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takes great pride in_doing so (again unlike her .predeces-
sors). He therefore recoﬁnts with approval the story of

how "one day, with9ut thinking, Lady Lyttleton described
someone to her as being 'as happy as a queen', and then

grew a litt;e confused" (103) and of @ow Victoria responded,
"*Don't correct vourself, Lady Lyttleton, a gueen is a'very
happy woman'" (103). He also comments in his “final summing
up that Victoria'’s "attitude towards herself was simply
regal™ (250), and that "There she was, all of her--the Queen
of EnglanE, complegg/and obvious; the world might take her
or leave her; she had nothing more to show, or to explain or
to modify; and, with her peerless carriage, she swept along

her path" (250)..

Another aspect of Victoria's personality for which-
Strachey shows respect 1s her humanity. He speaks warmly
of her compassion for her troops in the Crimea (161) and
South Africa (253), of her fondness for her Highlanders
(157, 223)f of her concern for her servants (235-6), and
of her deep-felt love for her subjects (251). It is
significant that even though Strachey remarks ironically
on Victoria's pleasure in being "patriotic" and "pugnacious"
during the Crimean War, he still recognises the genuineness
of her qphpassion for her wounded troops; favourably comparing
her feelings, misguided and "superabundant emotionalism"
though thev are (207), to Albert's disabling "austerity”

(161) .
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And last, but by no means least, Strachey consis-
tently comments admiringly on Victoria's tremendoaikvitality
and capacity for enjéying life.. He reads in her journal,
for example,’ ample evidence of an "eager consciousness" (159),
and the record of "hallowed moments" (160) and "memorable",
"delightful” and "exciting" expeditions (160). Similarly,
he notes ﬁhat her letters, "in the surprising jet of their
expression remind one of a turned-on tap. What is within
pours forth in an immediate spontaneous rush. Her utterly
unliterarv stvle has at least the merit of beiné a vehicle

exactly suilted to her thoughts and feelings" (250).

Above all, Victoria's instinctive vitality is,
Strachey argues, the vitality of a survivor. This crucial
point is most fully expounded in his analvsis of the reasons

for Albert's physical and mental deterioration in middle age:

His appearance in itself was enough to indicate
the infimity of his phvsical powers. The
handsome vouth of twenty vears since,‘with the
flashing eyves and the soft complexion had

grown into a sallow, tired-looking man, whose
body, in its stoop and its loose fleshiness,
betrayved the sedentary labourer, and whose
head was guite bald on the tog\; . . Beside

Victoria, he presented a painful contrast.
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She too, was stout, but it was with the
plumpness of a vigorous matron; and an

eager vitality was everywhere visible-- o
in her small fat capable hands. It only,

by some sympathetic magic, she could have
conveved into that portly flabby figure,

that dessicated and discouraged brain, a
measure of the stamina and the self-

assurance which were so pre-eminently

hers! (173-4)

The passage just cited is representaiive of the way
Strachev consistently makes unfavourable comparisons between
Victoria's genuine and vital humanity and Albert's inflexible
degbtion to duty. It also illustrates the profound differences
in his treatment of his two major éubjects. Whereas his
attitude towards Victoria is, as we have seen, essentially
ambivalent, his attitude towards Albert is almost unrelievedly

critical. As in the case of Arnpld, this has important impli-

cations for the success of the portrait.13

Despite the predominantly critical tone in which
Strachey speaks of Albert, one senses that he dié not regard
him with the same kind of contempt he reserved for Arnold.

Indeed, there are a number of indications that he respectec
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many of Albert's achievements. Of the Great Exhibition,

for example, he writes:

hold.

Without consulting anyone, he thought out
the details of his conception with the
minutest care. . . .

For two vears the Prince laboured with
extraordinary zeal. . . .

The Prince with unyvielding perséverance

and infinite patience, pressed on to his
goal. . . .

The value of his labours grew more prodi-
gious every day; he toiled at committees,
presided over public meetings, made speeches,
and carried on communications with every
corner of the civilised world--and his
efforts were rewarded. On May 1, 1851,

the Great Exhibition was opened by the
Queen before an enormous cbncourse of
persons, amid scenes of dazzling brilliancy
and triumphant enthusiasm. (117-19)

»

He also applauds Albert's reform of the Royal House-

Having explained that "discomfort and alarm were not

the only results of the mismanagement of the household” {111)
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since there were also "preposterous pergquisites and mal-
practices of every - kind" (111}, he then comments "After
much laborious investigation, and a stiff struggle with the
multltude of vested interests which had been brought into
belng by long vears of neglect, the Prince succeeded in
effectlng a complete reform . . . There were outcries and
complaints; the Prince was accused of meddling, of injustice,
and of saving candle ends; but he held on his course and
before long the admirable administration of the roya} house=
hold was recognised as a convincing proof of his perseverance

and capacity" (111-12).

Strachey forcefully argues that Sir Theodore Martin's
hagiographic biography of Albert failed to do him justice.
He remarks that the public, when it "saw displaved for its
admiration a figure resembling the sugary hero of a moral
story-book rather than a fellow man of fiesh and blood, turned
away with a shrug, a smile, and a flippant ejaculation. But
in this the public was the loser as well as Victoria. For in
truth Albert was a far more interesting personage than the

public dreamed"” (191).

Why, then, does one come away from Queen Victoria

with such a negative impression of Albert? In the first
place, the structure and emphasis of the biography leads
pointedly in the direction of Albert's demise. Thus,

immediately after his account of the successiul Great
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Exhibition, étrachey wastes no time in underlining the fact
that "In 1851 the Prince's fortunes reached their high-water
mark." (122) 1In the second place, Strachey diminishes
Albert's achievements by his constant reminders that he is
the product of Stockmar's indoctrination, and his political
tool%4 Thirdly, and most significantly, critical commentary

far outweighs the more positive judgements so far cited.

A good example of Strachey taking away with one hand
what he appears to give with the othér, occurs in his discus-
sion of the relationship between Albert and Palmerston. At
first he builds up a degree of sympathy for'Albert's situation
as a foreigner in.England, by ridiculing the pretensions and
narrow chauvinisﬁ of the English aristocracy (122-3). Howevei,
the impact of any sympathy one might begin to feel for Albert
is thoroughly weakened by Strachey's adm;ring portrait of
Palmers%on, the "typical Englishman", who becomes Albert's
“adversary".15 0f Palmerston, Strachey glowingly writes:

"Ze was very bold, and nothing gave him more exhilaration
than to steer the ship of state on a high wind, on a rough
sea, with every stitch of canvas on her that she could
carry" (124). ﬁe stresses that he was a "devoted segvant"
of the public (125), who responded to his countrymen's

feelings with "genuine intensity" (125). Strachey's descrip-

tions of Albert are anaemic by comparison.
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Even Qhen he does give due recognition to Albert's
achievements as.Prince Consort; Strachey's account makes it
evident that his respect for Albert's undoubtedly capable
execution of his duties is more than counterbalanced by his
dislike of the direction in which he is leading the English
monarchy. True, Strachey shows his approval of the way in
which, at the time of his death, Albert was "accepted as a
necessary and useful part of the mechanism of the State" (179-
80), and remarks: "Who can doubt, that, towards the end of
the century, such a man, grown grey in the service of the
nation; virtuous, intelligent and with the unexampled experience
of a whole lifetime .of government,lwould have acguired an
extfaordinary prestige? If, in his youth, he had been able to
pit the Crown against the mighty Palmerston and to come off
with equal honours from the contest, of what might he not
have been capable in his old age?" (180) However, these more
favourable comments are outweighed by the emotive tone of

Strachev's severely critical summing up:

It is easy to imagine how, under such a
ruler, an attempt might have been made to
convert England intc a State as exactly
organized, as elaborately trained, as
efficiently equipped, and as autocratically

controlled, as Prussia herself . . . The
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English Constitution--that indescribable
entity-- is a living thing, growing with

the growth of men, and assuming ever-
varving forms iﬁ accordance with the subtle
and coﬁplex laws of human character . . . .
The wisdom of Lord Grev saved it from petri-
faction aﬁd destruction, and_ set it upon the
path<of Democracy. Then chance intervened
once mare; a female sovereign happened to
marry an able and pertinacious man; and it
seemed likely that an element which had been
guiescent within it for vears—--the element of
irresponsible administrative pow;ijﬁ\as about
to become its predominant characteristic and
to change completely the direction of its
growth. But what chance gave, chance took
awav. The Consort perished in his prime; and
the English Constitution, dropping the dead
limb with hardly a tremor, continued its

mysterious life as if he had never been. (180-81)

Here is the crux of much of Strachey's antlpathy to

) \ ' - - -
Albert. He sees him as a very real threat to English liberties,
believing that "a Constitutiocnal guestion of the most profound

importance was raised by the position of the Prince of England”
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(147), qnd tﬁat'Stockmar's'theory, which the Prince so fully

.

.endorsed, "ran counter to the wholeudevelopment¢of-Engiish
public life since_thélﬁévolp;ion" (145). He also says that
'+ "the public, paiﬁful;y awaré of Albert's predominance, had
. grown, too, uneasiiy coﬁscioﬁs that Victoria's master had a
master of-his own-. Deep ié the darkgéss,'Fhe Baron loomed.
Another foreigner! Decidedly there were elements irf the
situation which went‘far to justify the.popular alarm. A

‘foreign Baron contrclled.a foreign Prince, and the foreign

-

Prince controlled the Crowﬁ'of England” (150-51}.

6 The ironié manner in which Strabhey comments on the
public's attitude in the extract above, is.ﬁndercut by the
uemotional terms in'which,he'speaks of Stpékﬁar as "an ambig-
wous and poﬁent figure“‘who.distﬁéﬁs "the aﬁcient, subtle
and jeaiously guarded balance of the English Constitution” -
(lSd). Consciously or not, Strachey evidentl; associateé
much that he dislikes in Albert's personality with his

German heritage. There are more than a few hints else-

where in Queen Victoria that, his disclaimers to chauvinism

notwithstanding, Strachey sharéd some of his countrymen's
hostilitf to fofeigners:le ’One such hint is his account
of the relationship'between Albert and Palmerston already
discussed. Anéther is his ironic description of Albert's
farewells to "a sea of friendly German faces" and ‘“"good

gutteral sounds" (89). Yet another is in the very first
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description of high sbciety's respSEée to Albert:

Y.

Though in the eves of Victoria he was a

mirror “of manly beauty, herxr éubjects, whose
eves were of a less Teutonic cast, did not
aérée with her. To them-- and particularly

to the high-born ladies and éentlemen who

naturally saw him most--what was immediately

and distressingly striking in Albert's face

and figure ané whole demeanour was his un-

English look . . . Really, they thought, this

vouth was more like some kind of foreign

tenor than anvthing else. (92)

-

Although, in adopting an ironic tone, Strachey here ostensibly

dissociates himself from the English aristocrats'- views, his -

irony also works against Victoria, and he does not, in any éft

case, make much of an effort to defend Albert against the

EngiIEh.--In addition, in a later discussion he allows the

upper class judgement “of Albert to¢ stand unchallenged, 'and ‘/“—///~

even gain in force, when he says:

}

r

"Unkind critics, who hﬁéf—\tr‘

once compared Albert to an operafic tenor, might have reﬁérked

that there was something of the butler about him now.

Victoria he presented a painful contrast" (174).

Beside

The other major source of Stracheyv's antipathy to
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Albert 1is his gquintessentially Victorian gqualities: his-
arrogance, lack of humanity, blind deﬁotion to dutv, inabiiity
to relax, extreme moral earnestness, and .meticulous attention
to detail. Thus, he is somewhat unsympathetic about Albert's'
early days in England, noting: "Nor was the Prince happier

in his social surroundings. A shy voung foreigner, awkward

in ladie;' company, unexpansive and self-opinionated, it was
improBable that, in aﬁy circuﬁstéﬁces'he would have been a
society success” (92). He will return to the theme OQ-
Albert's arrogance’ a number of times. For example, 1n asses-
sing his character as a yogng'husband he remarks: ™Albert
was, he knew very well, his. wifé's intellectual superior,
and vet he found to his intense annoyandé, that there were

-

parts of her mind over which he exercised no influence" (94).
Later, he drily comments on Albert's over—confiéént response
to the failure of-ﬁis sewage plan: "but Albert's intelligente
was unrebuffed, and he passed on, to plunge with all his

accustomed ardour into a prolonged study bf the rudiments of

lithography" (154).

One of the characteristics of the Victorians which
Strachey dislikes most is their fanatical sense of duty. He
criticizqs Albert severely on this score. For example, of
his efforts to bow to people on his arrival in England,
despite being in the throes of seasickness, he says: "Hig

sense of duty triumphed. It was a curious omen: his whole

o

o
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life‘in England was foreshadowed as he landed on Englisy
ground”™ (90). Elsewhere, he notes that Stockmar successfully
keeps Albert'on his appointed course, by harping "upen two
strings--Albert's sense of duty and his personal pride" (94),
and that Stockmar's advice to Albert "never to relax" (97)
had“ﬁgomething in’'it which touched the very depths of Albert's

soul; (97).

The underlving reason for Strachey's condemniation
of the Victorians' addiction to duty is undoubtedly the
human suffering it caused. The tone of the following extracts

conveys his horror at the way Albert's earnest assumption of

parental duties blinds him to the emotional needs of his son:

A family of nine must be, in any circumstances,
a grave responsibility; and the Prince realised
to the full how much the high destinies of his
offspring intensified the need of parental
care . . .
How tremendous was the_;ignificance of every
particle of influence which went to the making
of the future king of England! . . . The boy
grew up amid a ceaseless round of paradigms,
syntactical exercises, dates, geneo}ogical

: ~
tables, and ::fﬁﬁ of capes . . . every possible

precaution w taken, every conceivable effort

f

,ﬁ“___,,/”’// ) > /
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was made. (154-5)

He later concludes: "ves, everything had beer tried--
everything . . . with one singie exception. The exﬁériment
had never been méde of letting Bertie .enjoy himself. But

why should it have been? ‘Life-is composed of duties’'. What
possible'place could there be for enjoyment in the existence
of a Prince of Wales?" (169)17 'Strachey's constant ridiculing
of Albert's memoranda constitutes a further condemnation of
the Prince's intel}éctual rididity, and of his insensitivity

to the human element in political and social matters.18

The conclusions to be drawn about the effectiveness
of Strachey's portrait of Albert shed considerable light on
the success of the work as a whole, particularly on the

"question of whether, in Queen Victoria, the interplay between

the_Sensibility of biographer and subject is generally a
fruitful one. In the case of Albert, Strachey's deep-rooted
distaste for Victoriam elements in his character, and his
discomfort at aspects of his "un-Englishness", result in a
portrait which approaches caricature at many points. Because
he zlso insists on viewing Albert as the creature of Stockmar,
but does not explore the nature of the relationship between
master-mind and pupil, it is hard for the reader to avoid
feeling that Albert is something of a cipher. Strachey's

failure to do justice to Albert is all the more disappointing

€
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in view of his own characterization of Albert as a "real
creature, so full of energy and stress and torment, so
nysterious and so unhappy, and so fallible, and so very

human" (191).

. The portrait of Victoria is far more satisfying.
In the first place, it is warmly human: Strachey's Victoria,
stubborn, opinionated, autocratic, unsubtle and siqsere, is
far more interesting than the idealised myth he destroys. In
the second place, it aveids either caricature or hégiography,
because Strachey's attitude towards the Queen is distinctly
ambivalent; his affection for her virtues matched only by
his irritation at her failings. In Victoria, Strachey has
once more chosen a subject whose personality intrigues his
ironic intellect while still retaining his emoticnal allegiance

and respect.

In view of my contention that Strachgy's portrait
of Victoria ié far more balanced than some critics have
argued, I £ind Lady Strachey‘s\response to the news of her
son's projected biography particularly interesting: "I don‘k
much fancy you taking up Queen Victoria to deal with. She
no’ doubt lavs herself open to drastic treatment which is one
reason I think it better left alone. She could not help being
stupid, but she tried to do her duty, and considering the

period she began in, her upbringing, her early associations,

and her position, this was a difficult matter and highly to her
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credit. She has won a place in public affection and a
reputation in our history which it would be unpopular, and
I think not quite fair, to attempt to bring down. "2
Lytton's assessment is not so different in spirit, despite

his lack of reverence for her public reputation. O0f all

his portraits, Queen Victoria demonstrates most clearly

that Strachey's strengths as a writer stem as much from his
attachment to his roots as from his rejection of them. as
André Maurois rightly remarks, although Strachey is French
in his style and Voltairean in some of his prejudices, he

"remains at bottom extremely English."20
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FOOTNOTES: CHAPTER THRLE

lHarold Nicolson, The Development of English Biography (London:

Hogarth Press, 1928; 1959), pp.148-9.

2Lytton Straéhey, Queen Victoria {(London: Chatto and Windus,
1921; 1969), p.l. The 1969 Chatto and windus edition has been
used. For convenience, page references are included in the text

]

in parcntheses.

3Similarly, the second chapter traces the series of events which
. \ -
marked Victoria's growth to womanhood:; and the third chapter,

the vears of her apprenticeship to the monarchy.

4See also the account of the factors which led to Victoria's
being brought up by the Duchess of XKent- at Kensington Palace
»

(15-17) and Strachey's evaluation of \Theodore Martin's biography

of Albert (146-51).

5For other examples of passages of slow-paced analysis, see the
description of the relationship between Victoria and her mother
(23-7), the &iscussion of the inferences to be drawn from
Vietoria's diaries (27-31), the assessment of the nature and
extent of the influence of Lehzen and Stockmar oOver Victoria
(45-9) , the examination of the relationship between Melbourne
and the Queen (49-55), the account of Albert's 1ife before his
marriage (8l-6), and the review of Victoria's personality and

achievements (244-51).
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6See, for example, the contrast between the sense of movement

in the account of Victoria's epistolary confrontation with
Leopold (60-65) and the reflective passage of analysis which
follows (65-6): or the contrast between the measured prose of
Stracheyv’'s assessment of Victoria's sentiments about marrying
(76-8), and the "excited" prose with which he describes

Victoria's own rapturous reception of Albert.

7 . - . .
See also Strachey's analysis of the diplomatic crisis of the
Spanish Succession, with its emphasis on the key roles plaved

by Victoria and Albert. (126-30)

8Note alsc that Sfrachey portrays Melbourne as "a child of
the eighteenth century whose lot was cast in a new, difficult

age" (52); and as a kindred spirit "bred up as a member of
that radiant society which during the last guarter of the
eighteenth century, concentrated within itself the ultimate

perfections of a hundred vears of triumphant aristocracy. (49)

QSee, for example, Strachey's analvsis of the relationship

between Victoria and Disraeli. (214)

! 4
lOSee also the political naivety displaved by the Queen in

her dealings with the Tsar of Russia (104), and with Napoleon
IITI (162-4), her gross misjudgement of Louis Phillippe (128~

30), her inability to realize that "the Prussia of the Prince's days
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was dead, and that a new Prussia, thé Prussia of Bismarck

was born." (186)

llAlthough it is important to stress the positive

aspects of Strachey's portrait of the Queen, I would not go
so far as G.M. Trevelyan, who reportedly told Andr& Maurois
that "The most remarkable phenomenon of modern biography was
the conquest of Strachey by Queen Victoria." @ Cited by André

Maurois, Aspects of Biography, trans. Sydney Castle Roberts,

(New York: Appleton, 1929), pp.24-5 and in Sanders, p.227.
This view echoes a remark made by Lloyd R. Morris in "The
Skepticism of Mr. Strachey," Outlook, 131 (1922), 681, and
is repeated not only by Maurois, but also by Smyth, p.654,

and Johnson, pp.512-13.

121ndeed, the genuineness of the Queen's simple "piety" (245)
even exempts her from Strachey's characteristically ironic

castigation of Victorian religiosity. (244)

131n what follows I dissent from the general tendency to

view Strachey's portrait of Albert as both sympathetic and

" successful. Sanders' comments may be cited as typical: "Much

has been written about Strachey's remarkable success in painting
the portrait of Prince Albert. It is beyond any guestion a
brilliant piece 0f work dealing with a subject which, ostensibly

at least, brought with it many difficulties . . . Strachey's

v
£
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picture succeeds mainly because it has balance" {Sanders,

D.234).

l45ee Queen Victoria pp.84-6, 93-100, 112, 128, 132, 133,

138-9, 147-51, 155, 170, 172, 173.

15See also Strachev's admiring portrait of that other arche-

tvpally honest Englishman, Loré Hartington in "General Gordon"

(Eminent Victorians, pp-293-5). As Sanders has rightly com-

mented: “Hartington has more strength than he ever needs or
-shows and more culture than he is conscious of or would ever
be willing to admit having . . . He is as rough and as real

and as solid and as active and as hard to handle and hard to

fool as Squire Western." (Sanders, p.222).

16Interestingly, George Simson notes in c¢onnection with

Strachey's account of the impression Florence Nightingale made
on Albert: "Coock has translated the Prince's remarks and
there was no need for Strachey to change them back into

- German." (Simson, ».170). Here, as in Eminent Victorians,

Strachey 1s at pains to emphasize that Albert is a foreigner.

17'I'here are close parallels with the grounds on which Strachey

censures Froude's repressive father. Lytton Strachey, "Froude,”

B.E., pp.257-8, 263. See also the following passage from a

friend's letter to Strachey in December 1918: "You are right,
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1

there's nothing so crushing and wretched as hard human beings

without feelings." Cited by Sanders, p.67.

185ce Queen Victoria, pp.133, 135, 137, 138-9, 152-3, 155-6,

162, 168-9, 172, 176, and 185.
19... .
Cited in Holrovd, p.753.

André Maurois, Prophets and Poets, trans. Hamish Miles, (1935;

reprinted Port Washington, N.Y.: Kenﬁikat'Press,‘IQGB), p.240.

@
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CHAPTER FOUR: ELIZABETH AND ESSEX

Seven vears elapsed between the publication of Queen

Victoria in 1921 and Elizabeth and Essex in 1928. The latter

is, however, set apart from the main body of Strachev's work
by more than years alone; it is strongly'marked by thematic
and formal chafacteristicsquite untypical of the earlier
biographies. There is a sharp contrast between the broad
sweep of the Victorian portraits and the relatively‘intense

focus of Elizabeth and Essex; it is unigque in being Strachey's

onlv full-length Elizabethan portrait; and it is also the
only one of his major biographies presented as a tragic history.
Most significant of all, Strachey's interpretative method is

very different from that in either Eminent Victorians or Queen

Victoria.

» Elizabeth and Essex undoubtedly repreggnts a major J

shift in direction which poses a number of important guestions
about Strachey's art as a biographer. However, although
Strachev breaks from previous practice in regard to focus,

form and approdch to character, Elizabeth and Essex, considered

strictly as a narrative, is in many ways the culmination of his
writing career, rather than a point of departure. Therefore,

pefore discussing new directions in Elizabeth and Essex, I

feel it is important to give due recoghition to the work's

considerable literary merits as Strachey's last amd most
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accomplished long biographical narrative.

His artistryv is- particularly evidént in the formal
shaping of the poftrait. Indeed, its impressive coherence
owes much to the wgy Strachey has skilfully modelled it on
the pattern of Elizabethan drama. Not only is Essex endowed
with all the attributes af a tragic hero, whose demise s
cénsistently foreshédowed, but the rise and fall. of the
narrative line also follows the classic tfagicipattern, with
many well orchestrated dramatic scenes. This is, of course,

scarcely surprising in the light of the work's precursor,

Essex: A Tragedy, a blank verse play Strachey wrote in

October/November 1909. As Holrovyd notes, "the chief‘interest

that Essex: A Tragedv now holdslies in its relationship to

Elizabeth and Essex.l He also comments that "The prior

composition of Essex: A Tragedy shows that Lytton believed

that the enigma of the Queen's relationship with her famous
courtier was ideally suited to a theatrical treatment, and
helps to explain why Elizabeth and Essex was conceilved in a

dramatic form, unlike all his other books.“2

The work shows Strachey to be wr;ting out of the same
intellectual tradition as his great contem?orary A. C. Bradley.
Essex, in particular, conforms in almast every respect to
Bradlev's definition of the characteristic Shakespearean trajic

hero as "a person of high degree or public importance" whose
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"nature alsq is exceptional” and whose "error, joining with
6£her causes, brings on him ruin."> His fate looms over thé
whole téle.. Even Strachey's depictidn of_ﬁim as the "new

- star, rising with.extraordinéry swiftness" enés with the
chillinghreflection: "If only time could have stood.still
for a little while and drawn out those halcyon weeks

through vague ages of summer!" (6"

The first part of the work'is’full of porteh£s of
disasjcer.5 . Strachey tells us of Essex's fine romantic
"gesture of ancient chivalry" on t§e shores of %&ance {39},
but he iﬁmediately adds: "The spring of youth was almost
over" (40). Similarly, the account of the highly successful
expedition éo Cadiz (101-5) ends with a pointed reference
to the Earl's sonnet on the idyllic joys of simple country.
1ife‘3$Eyhich "memory and premonition came together to give
a strange pathos to the simple words". (103). This is closely
. followed by the information that "on the same day on which
Essex sailed from Cadiz", the Earl's most powerful competitor

was appointed Secretary of State (106}.

Later in the work, foreshadowing is both more explicit
and more emphatic. For example, Strachey draws attention to
Ceéil's angrgrassertionf“Bloodthirsty and deceitful men . . .
will not livé out half their days" (165), then comments:" . :
there were some whao recollected afterwards, with awe and won-

der, the prophetic text of the old Lord Treasurer" (167). Ofn
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the reconciliation between the Queen and Essex he says:

-"It appeared that the past had been obliterated, and that

the Earl--as was his wont--had triumphantly regained his

.. 0ld position, as if there had never been a guarrel. Ip

reality it was not so; the situation was a new one: mutual

. confidence had departed” (184). In the following pages he

intensifies the signs of impending doom:. he describes the
Queen and Earil dancing "hand in hand before the assembled
Court" (191) as on "that other Twelfth Night, five short

vears before" (191), but adds the words "andé for_the last

time" (192).

Most telling of all is his aescription of the Earl's
depafture for Ireland. Although Strachey speaks of Essex
leaving'London "amid the acclamation of the citizens" (194)
he ends his account with Bacon's remafk: "Ildid as plainly -
see . . ; his overthrow chained;-as it were, by destiny to
that jdurney as it ié possible for a man to ground a Jjudge-
ment upon future contingents” (194} . Bacon's gloomy
prognosis is gquickly and powerfuily reiterated. TFirst
Strachey comments that “Franéis Bacon was not the only
observer at Court to be pessimistic" about Essex's chanées
-fof Victéry iﬂ Ireland (197); then he cites Robert Markham's
“wei%hxf letter of advice aqd inst;uction" to Harington, in
which the opinion is advanced that "Sir William Knollys is

not well pleased, the Queen 1is not well pleased, the Lord
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Deputy may be pleased now, but I soye fear what may
 happen .hereafter" (198). ‘Lastly, he concludes that such

a warning "expressed, with an exactness that was prophetic,
the éisé of the situation" (198). From this poin%t on, the

disaster so long foretold becomes reality.

Strachev's role as prophet of doom should not,'of
course, be considered in isolation from other artistic
devices he emplovs in his "tragic historv." Point of view
and narrative structure should be viewed as complementary
facets cof th; tragic vision which gives Stracheyv's story
of Elizabeth and Essex its unity, intensityv and coherence.
The shadow of Essex's fate looms over the narrative partly
because of Strachéy's.foreshadowing, and partly because of

the shaping of the work. WNot only does Elizabeth and Essex

have a tragic hero, but it also has the dramatic structure of
exposition (Chapters I-II), rising action (Chapters III-VIII),

climax (Chépter vIII), falling*actién (Chapﬁers IX~-XIV),

castastrophe (Chapter XV),, and dénouement (Chapters XVI-XVII).

The first two chapters introduce the protagonists
and set‘the scene. From Chapters III te VIII, Strachev's
narrative line steadily follows the ascending star of the
Earl of Essex as he moves from being merely the Queen's bovish
favourite (30) to being "Master of the Horse and Knight of
the Garter" (32) and a privileged and important member of

the Queen's inner cabinet who "almost attained the position

L
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of an alternative Foreign Secretary"” (49). The climax in
Essex's career, and in Strachey's narrative, is the Earl's
triumphant return from the Cadiz Expedition (108). At this
time, éomments Strachey, "it was difficult to conceive what
could pre?enf‘Essex from becoming before long the real ruler

of England™ (114). As in Spenser's Prothalamion "The prowess

fring

and the person o ex stand forth, lustrous and dazzling,

before all eves!' (116). 1In this section, the only major
hreak occurs in Chapter V with the account of the one real
setback éxperienced by the Earl, when he failed to secure

Francis Bacon's promotion” (57-63).

During the rest of Chapter VIII and at the beginning
%f Chapter IX, Strachey sldws the pace for reasons of dramatic
suspense, . by giving us detailed anélyses of the characters
of Essex and Bacon (116-31), accounts of Essex's reconciliation
with the Queen and departure for Spain (131-4), and a
description of Philip of Spain (135-8). However, this
section of the narrative is a false plateau. Only 2 few
pages into Chapter IX Strachey ringingly marks the downturn
in Essex's fortunes and the turning point in his awn narrative,
by announcing at the tempest which destroyed the Armada "was
only an ominousprologue to the tragedy" (139%, remarking:

"From that moment misfortune steadily deepened upon him" (139).

From this point on, Strachey's portrait inexorably.

charts every stage of Essex's plummeting fortunes. Furthermore,
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St;achey directly attributes this gatal sequence of evenfs
to various flaws 1in Essex{s character:‘ his gross erfor of
judgémgnt in attacking San Miguel (145), his unwise struggle
‘with the Cecils over foreign policy (165-6), his unpardéqably
insulting behaviour towards his sovereign (168-9), the
incomplete reconciliation Which follows the long breach
between himself and élizabeth as a result of this guarrel
(182-5), his reckless candidature for the Lieutenancy of
Ireland (186-91), his failure in Ireland (Chapter XII), the
ensuing disgrace (Chapter XIII), and, finally, the Rebellion
(Chapter {XIV). Essex's trial and death form the conclusion
to the tragic history (Chapter XV). After the dramatic
portrayal of the Earl's death, comes the anti-climactic

dénouement of the last two chapters.

One of the principal reasons for viewing Elizabeth
and Essex as an Elizaﬁethan tragedy is also Strachey's dramatic
handling of individual scenes, especially the well-
orchestrated eﬁtries and exits. A very obvious example 1s
Essex's arrival from Ireland. Holrové notes that thiss
passage "is in fact an exact description,of the opening

scene" of Essex: A Tragedvy and that it "reads in places like

: . . 6 .

the stage and costume directions for it." Here, Strachey's
compressed narrative style stresses details of movement,
facial expression, stance, dress, and speech. Other dramatic

scenes are Essex's return to Court (28), his argument with
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Elizabeth about Raleigh and Lady Leicester (30—32)1 the

-

confrontation petween Essex and Burghley during a coach . .

drive through the city (57—8), De Maisse's audience with

-~

the Queen. (156-7), Essex's guarrel with Elizabeth o&er
Knollys' appointment -(167-9), Essex's trial (246-53), and

Elizabeth 's reception of .the deputation from the Commons

" (274-5).

If there are differences between this work and
Strachev's first two bocks, there are also similarities

between them. The characteristic which most f£firmly links

Elizabeth and Essék to Strachey's preceding biographies 1is 3
his treatment‘of the Elizabethan Age. As in his earlier work,
he shows himself fascinated by the history of the times in
which his subjects lived, and yet again his narrative focus

is clearly influenced by his strongly. individualistic
perspective on history} by his interest in the "temper" of

the times, and by his%preoccupation with, and admiration of,

the continuity of English tradition.

There is, perhaps; more history in Elizabeth and

Essex than in either of the two preceding biographies.
However, Strachéy is here working within very circumscribed
limits. He concentrates almost exclusively on the shifting
balance of power at the English Court during the 1590's

and on related political moves in the Courts of Europe.7

Just occasionally, as in his lengthy (though entertaining)



- | 136.

-

expOSLtlon of the affair of Dr Lopez in Chapter vI (66-90),
_-Strachey s enthu51asm for intrigue carrles him away, from
his_main subiect. on the;Ehole, however, his accounts of
Cﬁﬁft politics ha#e a direct-beariﬁg"pn.pis exploration of
the relationshié between Elingeéh én%;Essex; and form am-
integfal-pért of his centrél.thegis concerning the reasons

for Essex's downfall.

It is, for example, crucial to Strachev's case that
we recognize the signifiéance of the power struggle between
the Cecil and Essex parties. He accordingly devotes space
in Chapter V to a discussion of this confrontation between
"the two épposing factions: the new party of Essex and his
followers-—-aggressive and adventurous--and the old party‘of
the Cecils,lentrenched in the strongholds of ancient power"
(46). Likewise, in Chapter X (165-9) he gives a detailed
account of the finai decisive struggle between Essex and
the Cecils, the outcome of which precipitates Essex's fall

from power.

Not only does Strachéy emphasize the importance of .
Cou}t politics, but he holds the view that a few exceptional
Elizabethans exercised a disproportionately large influence
over the course of English and European history. In Queen

Victoria Strachey concentrated on the power wielded by~

Lehzan, Stockmar, Melbourne, Albert, and the Queen. In
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' Elizabeth and Essex _he consistgnély draws attentiﬁn to the
way Elizabeth's persgnal mandate was backed by “£he Russells,
.the Cavendishes; the Cecils, who ruled p%er England_in supreme
solidity" (l). Thus, in discussing hoﬁ Burghle?.succeeded in °
passing on the reins of power to his son, Strachey notes:

"The circumstance of a single family--it has happened more
than once in English history--dominated the situation” (40).
$imilarly, he speaks of Elizabeth's-appoiﬁﬁment of Robert
Cecil as her Secretary as being "something of the highést
moment" (106). One should not, in any event, forget that

the narrative ends, not with the death of Essex {(although

the work's emotional energy expires with him) but with the
image of Robert. Cecil, "reflecting upon the revolutions of
kingdoms, and dreaming, with quiet clarity, of what the

hours, even then, were briqging—~the union of two nations--
the triumph of the new fulers——success, power, and riches--

a name in after éges——a noble lineage—-a great House" (280).

Even more than in Queen Victoria, however, Strachey

focusses on the Queen's personal influence over the course
of history. Of her influence abroad, he comments: “"For

vears she made her mysterious organism the pivot upon which

the fate of Europe turned" (25). Of her far-reaching powers
within her own realm, he says: "It was for the Queen to
choose her counsellors. She would listen to one and then

to another; she would shift, according to her adviser, from
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one policy\to its direct contrary; it was a system of
government after her own heart. Thus it was that she could
enjoy to the full the delicious sense of ruling--could
decide, with the plenitude of power,'between momentous
eventualities--and, by that very means, could contrive to

keep up an endless balance and a marvellous marking of time”

~

(47).

As in his Victorian portraits, Strachey is far more
interested in capturing the spirit of the age than in
chronicliﬁg every vear. He opens the work with the words:
"The English Reformation was not merely a religious event;
it was also a social ohe: While the spiritual mould of the
Middle Ageé was shattered, a correspon@ing revolution, no
less complete and no less far-reaching, occurged in the
structure of secular life and the seat of power”™ (1). Of
the age as a whole he comments: "It is, above_all, the
contradictions of the age that baffle our imagination and
perplex our intelligence. Human beings, no doubt, would
cease to be human beings unless they were inconsistent; but
the inconsistency of the Eiizabethans exceeds the limits |
permitted to man. Their elements £ly off from one another
wildly; we seize them; we struggle hard to shake them together

into a single compound, and the retort bursts" (9).

For Strachey, the affair of Dr Lopez is a prime

illustration of the way the glories of Elizabeth's reign
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"could never have existed without the spies of Walsingham,

N

the damp cells of the Tower, and the notes of answers,

calmly written down by cunning guestioners, between screams

x

of agony" (80). It 1is, Strachey argues, a "typical" case,
in which can be traced "the process b§ which suspicion,

fear, and preconceived theories were gradually, under the
pressure of ﬁhe judicial system, blended into a certainty

which, in fact, was baseless" (80).

Ancther important facet of Strachev's interest in

the Elizabethan Age is his satisfaction in the chtinuity

of English tradition. As so often in his work, one is aware
of his sensitivity to an English heritage which he prides
himself on shariné with his subjects. Strachey's adulatorvy -
description of Elizabeth's’speech at the time of the Armada,
for example, has close parallels with his admiring account

of Henry V's speech before Agincourt iﬂ his essay "Shakes-

: 8
peariana.”

'Moreover, his style of biographical writing
links him firmly to that unbroken line of English narrative
historians which runs through John Richard Green to Strachey's

acquaintance and sometime colleague on The Independent Review

G. M. Trevelvyan, with whom, according to Holrovd, Strachey
discussed such topics as "Cromwell, Milton, the scenery,
Oxford, Cardinal Newman and the Early Christians."9 None

of which is, of course, to suggest that Strachey's was
ggnerally a narrow patriotism. His record as a conscientious

objector during World War I, and his extensive writings on

»
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French literature bgar testimony to the breadth of his
sympathies, One also recalls his scornful review of Mr
Marriott's blindly chauvinistic study of Bhakespeare,
during the course of which he tartly observeé: "Nothing.
sweetens love--even love of one's country--so much as a

liﬁt;e common sense."lo

In Queen Victoria, as we have seen, Strachey's
love of his English heritage is manifest in his defence

of the Engiish Constitution., In Elizabeth and Essex, it.

is evident both in his emphasis on the way the family
characteristics of the Tudors, Cecils and Devereux are
passed on ‘to Elizébeth, Burghley and Essex; and in. his
references to the Elizabethan documents, which he sees as

forming a vital bridge between Englishmen past and present.

Of Elizabeth herself he writes: "the 6rq;nary
Englishman saw in'King Hal's full-blooded daughter é
Queen after his own heart" (16), noting that she "felt her
father’s spirit within her”™ (258). In analyzing her
punishment of the Earl's misconduct in Ireiand he cémments:
"Never was the cool paternalism of the Tudors so curiously
displayed" (227). Of the Russells, the Cavendishes and the
Cecils, he says: "For many generatioﬁs they EEEE England;
and it is difficult to imagine an England without them,
even to-dayv" (1). Rébert Burghley's rise to power is

ascribed to his being a member of "the old party of the
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Cecils, entrenched in the stronghold of ancient power" (46).
Even the character of Essex 1s in large measure attributed
to his paternal aristocratic lineage (2) as well as to

his maternal heritage from "the new nobility" (3).

The excited tone 1in which Strachey speaks about
the Eiizabethan papers he consulted shows that they had
tremendous immediacy and relevance for-h;m. He is obviously
intrigued that papers "discovered among the Spanish archives”
show LoPez's tale to héve been "substantially true" (84},
highly amused by Lord Howard's having cut out Essex:s
signature on thelr joint letter to the Queen (101): inter-
ested in the "curious" origins of the Bodleian Library (115),
ané fascinated by the guirks of fate which resulted in the
survival of Essex's letter to Lady Bacon (123}, and of
Cecil's letter to Essex about the Queen's masterly Latin
admonition of the unfortunate Polish aﬁbassador (141). Here,
miraculously §reserved, were the familiar accents of his own
and his country's past. It is with satisfaction that he
remarks that the goblet Burghley presented to the University
of Cambridge "étill stands on the table of the Vice-
Chancellor, to remind the passing generations of énglishmen

at once of the tumult of the past and of the placid continulty

of their history" (181).1%

However, althouch Strachey's interest in the

Elizabethan Age and his affection for the continuity of
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English tradition are typical of his earlier biographical
writings, his lively affection for the Elizabethans is
not.12 How unlike Strachey's attitude to the Victorian
Agé are comments such és ”The:eariie} éériod was one of
preparation; it was then that the tremendous work was
accomplished which made England a cohérent nation; finally
.independent of the Continent, and produced a state of
affairs in which the whole energies of the country could
find free scope" (7), and "the snows of the germinating
winter haéd melted and the wonderful spring of Elizabethan
13

culture burst into life" (8)

Thus , despite what I have said so far about

Elizabeth and Essex as the culmination of his skills as a

master of narrative, Strachey did break a good deal of new
ground in this last work. It is to these significant
changes in point of view that I therefore turn now;
particularly to hi; increasé& reliance on an explicitly

" psychoandlvtical approach to character.14

The central figures provide ample illustratioﬁ of
his method.. He calls ﬁlizabeth "the supreme embodiment of
Elizaﬁethanism“ (12} and Essex "the living embodiment"” of
the new spirit of "enormous daring, that superb confidence,
that thrilling sense of solidarity which . . . had come to
the English race when the smoke had rolled away and the

storm subsided, and there was revealed the wreck of the
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Armada” (68).. He also speaks with admiration of ﬁlizabeth

as a "cultivated laéy of the Renaissance" (17), and of Essex
as the last flaming up of "ancient feudalism" and “aniique
knighéhood“ (2), noting that his spirit, "waywaxrd, melancholy
and splendid, belonged to the Renaissance--the English
Renaissance, in which the conflicting currents of ambitibn,‘
learning, religion, and lasciviousness were so subtly
interwoven" (123). In the rash behaﬁiour that led to the
Earl's demise he sees "the last extravagance of the middle

Ages flickering through the high Renaissance nobleman™ (178).

Furthermore; in the introductory chapter he confidently
defines the contradictions of the Elizabethan Age in Freﬁdian

terms, asking:

By what perverse magic were intellectual
ingenuity and theological_ingenuousneés inter-
twined in John Donne? Who has'e§er explainéd
Francis Bacon? How is it conceivable that the
puritans were the brothers of the dramatists?
What kind of ﬁental fabric couid that have
been which had for its warp the habits of
filth and savagery of sixteenth—céntury London
and for its woof an impassioned familiarity

with the splendour of Tamburlaine and the

exquisiteness of Venus and Adonis? Who can

reconstruct those iron-nerved beings who
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passed with rapture frome«some divine
‘madrigal sung to a lute-by a bewitching
boy in a tavern to thé.spectacle of-
mauled dogs tearing a bear to pieces?
Iron-nerved? Pérhapsj.yet the flaunting
man of ‘fashion, whose codpiece proéléimed
an astbnishing virility; was he not also,
with his flowing hair and his jewelléd

-

_ears,. effeminate? (9)

Within;thidxgramework, Strachey analvzes the contra-
dictions of his-Eliéabethan subjects in similérly,?reudian
terms. ‘Arguing tﬁét &he subtlety of the quegn's intellect
“&as exactly adapted to th€ gqmple3itIes of her environment"
(L2), he coﬁments: "Nof was Bt only her intellect 'that
served her; 1t was her Eémperament as well. That z:j&—in
its mixture of the maséulinqu§nﬁ.the feminine, ‘of vigour and

sinuosity, of pertinacity~and vacillation--was precisély

?hét her case requi?ed“ (12). He accordingly explains the
contradictions inhérent in Elizabeth's nature in ter e of
masculine and feminine “oppo;ites juxtaposed" (26),15 and

_suggests an androgynous interpretation of her psyche.

She was a woman--ah yves! a fascinating

woman'!--but then, was she not also a virgin,
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and old? But immediately another flood of
feeling swept upwarés and énguifed her; she
towered; she was some£hing more--she knew
it; what was it? Was she a man? * she gazed
at the little beings around her, and smiled
‘to think that, though she might be their
Mistress in one sense, in another it;could
never be so--that the very reverse might
almost be said to be the case. She had

read Hercules and Hylas, and she might have
fancied herself, in some half-conscious day-

dream, possessed of something of that pagan

masculinity. (28)

- . . ’
_ _Strachey also stresses the importance of sexual roles
to the relationship between Queen and courtier. Essex for

. ~
example, muses that Elizabeth was i «

a preposterous, obétinéte old woman, fluctuating v
only when she should be firm, and strong in
nothing but perversity. And he, after all, was

a ﬂgn,'with a man's %ower of insight and deter-
mination; he could lead if she would follow; but

@ Fates had reversed their roles, and the natural

master was a servant. Sometimes perhaps, he
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could impose his will upon her--but after
what an-expenditure of engrgy, what é
prolonged assértion of masculinity!- A
woman and a man. ‘Yes, indeed, it was all
too obvious! Why was he where he was?.
Why héd-he any influepce whatever? It was
not only obvious, it was ludicrous, it was
3

disguSting: he satisfied the peculiar

cravings of a virgin of sixty three. (124-5)

Similarly, in describing the process by which the
Queen comes to éhe deéision to behead Essex, Strachey argues
- that she recognlses the "truth” when she realizes that Essex
"had betraved her in every possible way--mentally, emotionally,
materially--as a Queen and as a woman--~before the world and-
in the sweetest privacies of the heaxt™ (257), and that the
Earl's fate is sealed py "still stranger stirrings".in-
"still remoter depths" of her consciocusness, when she considers
the way "her father's destiny . . . was repeated in hers"
(258) . He guctes her conclusions-a; length:
3
There was agéifferencé as well as a likeness,
after all, she was no man, but a woman: and
was this, perhaps, not a rgpetition bgt a

revenge? After all the long vears of her

+

. T life-time, and in this appalling consummation,



. , \ 147.

was it her murdered mother who had finally
emerged? The wH;;l had come full circle.

Manhood-—-the fascinéting detestable entity,
which had first come upon her cénbealed in
.yellow magnificence in her father's lap--

manhood was overthrown at last, and in the
person of that traitor it should be rooted

out. (258)

The clarity of much of the portraiture in Elizabeth
and Essex stems from Strachev's presentation of his main
subjects as historical and psychological types. However,
Essex's character is endowed with a further archetypal
dimension, because he 1is depicted in the guise of an almost
ideal trégic'hero. The flawsof his rash and passionate
nature are consistently contrasted with the petty malignant
spirif of Francis Bacon,16 and his faults, though admitted,
are passed over relatively lighély,and in such a way that
we agonise over Essex's failﬁres rather than‘condemn'them.‘
His paft in the Lopez affair, for example, 1s excused as
being characteristic of an age in which "the wisest and the
ablest . . . were utterly unable to perceive that the con-
clusi%ns which the evidence they had‘*collected éeemed to
force upon them, were, ip reality, simply the result of the

machinery theyv themselves had set in motion™ (80). Iven the scenes

>
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of weakness and humlllatlon after Essex's trlal are
described as “painful" (254) and Strachey chooses nof to
dweil_overiong on’ them, but to end his history with a
triumphantly heroic death scene which effectively efases
the earlier scenes from the reader's mind (261-3) . fhe
final image of Essex is of a young man standing "tall,
splendid, bare-headed, with .his fair hair about his

shoulders"” (263).l7 h

The structure, point of view and tone of Elizabeth
and Essex thus provide ample evidence of the extent to
which Strachey viewed his main subjects as tvpes, and it
has in fact deen argued that his-épproach in this work is
that of "psychologicél character-writing” in the-Theophras-
tian tradition.18 Howevér, onlf Strachey's minor subjects
conform completely to type. Hi's major subjects, Elizabeth
- and Essex, exhiﬁit idiosyncrasies and inconsistencies wﬁich
make them imperfeét archetypes. Like Erik Erikson in Young
Man Luther who "did not merely wish.to reduce young'Luther
to his diagnosis",,19 Strachey‘s aim is to illustrate what
makes his subjects special as well as typical in theilr
behaviour. The freguently hesitant tone of his analyses is

a further confirmation of his dissatisfaction with knowing

only the typical externals of the age.20

"

About minor figures such as Francis Bacon and Philip

of Spain, Strachey does not, of course, have any doubts.



. ' : ‘ - /149,

They are presented as the blackest of villains and are
the butt of some of the heaviest irony emploved anywhere

~

in Strachey's biographies, with the possible exception of
‘the .portrait of Arnold. Bacoﬁ, for examp;e,.i; consistently
depicted in the role of Essex's clever bu; meanly calcula-
ting adversary. At one point Strachev argues that Bacon
-inténtionally blew upon the Queen's “smoulderiﬁg guspicions"
about Essex's actions in Ireland (205-6}. At another, he
says of him: "He had iong since decided that in all human
probability Essex was a ruined man; he owed the Earl
- something--much; but it would be futile to spoil his own
cﬁancés of fortune by adhering to arhope;ess cause; it was
essentidl to win the-goqd graces of Robert Cecil; and now,
there was this heaven-sent opportunity—-wﬁich.it would be
madness to miss--for acguiring something more important
still--the confidence of the Queen.‘ Besides--he could doubt

it no longer——Esse\ was a mischievous person, whose activi-

+ties were dangerous to the State™ (218-9).

From the start, Strachey's emotive use of language
restricts the extent to which the reader is intended to
respﬁgg,sgmpathetically to Bacon,21 Despite his assertjion
of Bacon's "extraordinary courage and profound wisdom" in
writing Essex a letter of "warning and exhortation” right
at the apex of the latter's career (116) {(advice which

Strachey descripes as "prilliant” and "pertinent”), Bacon



150.

is variouslf described as hav?g;’;-;éold viper-like gaze”
(116), and a “Machiavellién temperament‘(lis), characterized
by "crooked ways" (119); nadissembling” (119), and "the
persistent practice of sgme profoundly calculated straﬁagem

or the momentary trickery of petty cunning” (120)

Tn the final chaptexs Bacon is unsympathetically
depicted in a number oiiodiods roles: attempting to dis-
sociate himself from the_proceeding of the Star Chamber which
pet to consider. Essex's case (223-4, 22éf, acting as one of
the Cro&n lawvers against Essex (228), ﬁaking his humble
apologies to the Earl (229), and func£iOning as one of the
Counsels for the prosecution in Essex's State trial (243-5).
About‘Bacon‘s participation‘in the trial Strachey scathingly
concludes: "It was an occasion for the brdad‘graSP of ’
humanity, not for the razor-blade of a subtle intelligence.
Bacon could not see this, he could not see that the long
friendship, the incessant kindness, the high generosity,

and the touchlng admiration of the Earl had made a partici-

pation 1in hlS ruin a deplorable and disgraceful thing" (244-5).

Whereas one senses that Strachey's hostility to
Bacon stems from his Bloomsbury allegiance to the ideal of
lovalty to one's friends, his hostility to King Philip
appears to stem from his patrlotlsm. Philip is the carica-
ture of a Spain seen as a “dvxng organlsm (16) hidebound

by tradition and by religion. He is consistently presented
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‘as the unequal adversary of Queen Elizabeth, "the fierce
old hen . ¢ . brooding over the English nation, Qhose
pullulating eRerg were_coming swiftly to ripeness and
unity under her wings" (16). Thus, only a few pages after.
his mbcking account of thHe Spanish preparations for Fhe
Fourth Armada (153-4), Strachey skilfully highlights fhe
contrast between the two nations by é description of the
English response to the news of Philip's invasion force which
both consciously recalls the earlier account and is aﬁAironic
foil to it: “There was not a moment's hesitation in London.
The consultations were brief and to the point: orders were

sent out in every direction and no one asked the advice of
22

\the theologians" (162).

One of the best illustrations Qf.Strachey‘s effective
counterpointing of the two nations occurs at the end of
Chapter VIII, where he draws attention. to the contrast )
between the scene at Burghleyis death-bed and that at the
King.of Spain's. His description of the foxrmer. is lyrical
in tone, empﬁasising the Queen's-tender solicitudé for "Her
spirit", and her grief at his passing (169-70) . His
description of the latter, is heavily ironic, emphasising
the unwholesome details of the sick bed and, by innuendq,
strongly attacking the man who, "dying aslhe had lived--in
absolute pilety"” was troubled.only by the doubt as to whether

he had pburnt encugh neretics (171). Thus, "in ecstasy, and
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torment, in absurdity and in greatness, happy, miserable,
horrible and holy, King Philip went off, to meet the

Trinity" (172).

These two scenes are also a good illustration of
the'éifference in Strachey's method of portraving his major
and minor characters. Because his ironic presence every-
.where intrudes between the feader and the'King of épain,
Philip- emerges as no more than a moribund body; the
cruelly caricatured representative of Spanish Catholicism.
But, because Elizabeth is permitted to come to life in her
own right, she emerges as a compassionate and complex human
figure. It is_generally true that although Elizabeth and
Essex are both presented in part as historical and psycho-
logical typés, the individual flavour of their cﬁaracter is
also, in ﬁarying degrees, dramatically revealed through

direct gquotation and anecdote.

In particular, Strachey's liberal gquotations from -
the Queen's savings and correspondence convey the pﬁngency
both of her hﬁmour and her anger. Her "last gay messagé"
“to Essex és he embarks for Cadiz (101), is countérbalanced
by'her rebuke of Drake for Essex's unauthorised trip to
Spain (33-4), her anger at Lotd Cecil for appearing to
support Essex (112), her rage at the obstinate refusal of

Essex to come to Court (3i28), and herx out?urst to the
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unfortunate Harington on his return from serving with Essex

in Ireland (216-7).

Most effective of all in conveving a sense of
Elizabeth's personal gualitles are the letters and speeches
quoted by Strachey,23 such as her "regal and enigmatic"
letter té Essex during the expeditioﬁ to the West Indie§
(l42+3)( her vituperative lette}s to James of Scotland 6159-
60), her scathing letter to Essex during the campaign in

Ireland (206-7), or her speech to the deputation from the

Commons (274=-5). As Strachéy pdts it:

. . . her crowning virtuosity was her
command over the resources of wo;ds'-

Her letters she composed in a regal mode”

of apothegm and ins;nuatioh . . . but her
greatest moﬁents came when, in public
audience, she made known.her wishes, her
-opinions, and her medifa;ions to the .world.
Then the splendid sentences, following one
another in a steady‘volubility, proclaimed
the curious workings of her intellect with
enthralling force; while the woman's in-
ward passion vibrated magically through tﬁe

loud uncompromising utterance and the per-

fect rhythné of ner speech. (18)
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Essex is closer to a typecast than the Queen: 1in
his rashness he is the typical.feudal aristocrat; in ‘his
léarning he is the typical Renaissance man; and in his
strengths and weaknesses he is the complete tragic hero.
However, even Strachey{s characte;izgtion of Essex as the
"spirit of ancient.féuda;ism“.(Z) is at least vividly
iliustrated-in thg two letters he éhotes at the beginning
of Chapter XI (35); Even more important, Strachev's ample
reference to Eséex's'ﬁords and deeds lmparts récognizably_
human dimensions to the otherwise archétypa}ly tragic
guality of the man. Thué, one catches a vivid glimpse 6f
Essex's impetuous and careless nature in the descripﬁion
of him giving "his legs and arms to his 6rdinary servants
to button and dress him, with little heed, his head and face

~ to his barber, his eyés to his letters, and ears to his
petitioners" (120), something of his unpolitic directness in

;/éls hasty words to Burghley as they drive together through
London (57-8), a good aeél about his hot temper from the
guarrels bétween Essex and Elizabeth over-Raleigh (30-33)},
and Knollys (168-9), and much about his passionate nature in

the numerous gquotations from his correspondence with Bacon

illO), his mother, (122-3) and the Queen (133-4, 143, 150,

—
ha

202-3, 208-9).

Interestingly, whereas Strachey's consistently

ironic attitude towards minor figures such as Bacon and
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Philip of Spain results.in caricature, it is precisely

the séme ironic detachﬁent which rescues his major figures
fromrthe quite opposite fate of hagiography. _Strachey's
fervent admiration :of Elizabeth and Essex tﬁus has signi-
ficant implications for¥  the success of the biographer's
 method in this last work. Most notably, and in marked
contrast to his -earlier writings, the greatest dangef

inherent in Strachev’s approach to his main subjects in

Elizabeth and Essex lies in the direction of idealization
~ N L g

.

_rather than in that of caricature.

Like the direct quotations from their conversations
and correspondence, Strachey's occasionally ironic comments
about Elizabeth and Essex.serve to render them more than
simple embodiments of historical or psychological types,
often by highlighting incongruities and inconsistencies in
their behaviour. Thus, déspite his immense admiration for. s
the Queen, as the epitome of a dynamic culture, Strachey is‘\\%
not above poking fun at her absurdities. Conversely,

although he conceives of Essex in essentially tragic and

heroic terms, he is not unaware of the larger ironies of

- s

Essex's particular brand of heroism.

Strachey ’'s wry amusement at Elizabeth's sexual
skirmishing is writ large in every line of the following
passage, which forms the conclusion to his otherwise guite
sober analysis of the origins of her physical infirmities,

‘k

»



156.

.
and her attitude to the all-important guestion of marriage.
Though, at the centre-of her being, desire
had turned to repulsion, it had not vanished
altogether; on the contrary, the compengating

forces of nature~had redoubled its vigour’

elsewhere. Though the precious citadel itself

was ne;er to be violated, there were surround- .

.ing terr;to;ies, there were outworks and: .

bastions over which exciting battles might bé

fought, and which wmight even, at moments, be

allowed to fal; ihtd the bold hands of an

assailant. (25)

He is also not unaware of the situation whereby "Her
clear-sigﬁtedness, so trgmehdous in her dealings with outward

circumstances, stoppred short when she turned her eves within." (26)

Strachey returns to the theme of the patent.absurdity,
of the 0ld quéen's '"requiring and receiving" from her courtiers;"
"the expressions of romantic passion" (26) 1in his comments on
Anthony Standenus éescription of the Twelfth Night
Celebrations, of which. he remarks: "The courtiers gazed"

in admiration with no sense of incongruity” (57). - He

also returns to the occasionally incapacitating effect of
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Elizabeth's vanity in his ironic reference to her choice of
Mountjov as Lord Deputy in Ireland: "The Queen believed
that she had found the right man——Ldrd-Mountjoy. Besides
-admiring‘his looks intensely, she had a'high'opinion of his

competence": (187).

Nor is it only Elizabeth's vanity which proﬁokes
his mirth. Although he admires the "dissimulation, pliability,
indecision, procrastination, parsimony" (11) which enable her
+o outmanoeuvre England's enemies, and appfeciates that "£he
subtlety of her intellect was exactly adapted to the complexi-
. ties of her environgent“ (12), Strachev can also be guite

<

irreverent about these same qualities, as the tone of the
following comments on Elizabeth's reaction to the fall of
Calais shows: "This was tco much, even for the hesitancy of
Elizabeth. She could not conceal from herself that, in this
. instance, at any rate, she had failed; that the beéufiful .
negation which was the grand object of all her_policy, had
eluded her;’fhat, in fact, something had actually occu:red;
She was very angry, but the necessitf for some sort-of actionk

on her own part gradually forced itself upon her" (96).

Degpite his tremendous respect for Elizabeth's
leadership in timeé of crisis, Strachey is even capable of
poking fun at what he elsewhere, with equal sincérity, terms
her "greatest mcmehts" (18). A goéd éxgmple‘of this occurs

in the discussion of the preparations for the Cadiz

- -
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expedition (98-102). On the one hand, he admiringly comments

that, preliminary confusion notwithstanding, "all at dnce,

_the fog rplled off, and certainty emerged. Elizabeth, as

was her wont, after Deing buffeted for so long and in so
incredible a fashion by 2 sea of doubts, founé herself firmlwv.
planted on dry land. The axpedition was to go--and immediately™

(29) . On the cother hand, he also mekes,some less whan respect-

remarking: "The words, addre

n
in
w
(o]
0]
<
Q
3
m
U
O
r
D
8]
¢t
fu
(as
m
it
0
fu
oS
O
ct
8|
1]
H

v

g
p—

with such a diplomatic mixture of flattering devotion and
ornate seli-confidence were, apparently, exactly what was

required. At any rate, the expadition was crowned with

Te & scmewhat lesser extent than in the czse of
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Strachey's tse of ironv also softens even the

Cespite his evidently strong emotioral encacement with the

romantic figure of the brave but impetuous Earl, Strzchev
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‘ <

and flutter of minor courtiers, and the loguacious paroxysms

of Elizabeth" (107). -

¢

Heiié not blind to his hero's intellectual limita-
tions, either. "Essex," he éays at oﬁe point, "could_never
distinguish very clgarly.between a personaliéy and an
argument" (251). Nor is he unaware of the larger ironies
of gésex's particularly rash brand of heroism. Aboug the
Earl's triumphant return'ffbm Cadiz, he remarks: "A shat-
tering blow had been dealt. to tﬁé hated enemy, and in the
popular opinién it was to-thenyoung Earl so daring, SO
chivalrous, so obviously romantic, that the victory was
due. ‘The old Lord Admiral haé plaved no great pa?t in the
affairF and the fact that ﬁhe whole expedition woul@ have
been a failure if the;advice of Raleigh had not been followed

at the critical moment was unknown" (109).

Elsewhere, in discussing Essex's letter to the Queen
on the eve of disaster in Ireland, he not only comments:

: . . 2 '
"Never were his words more gorgeous and his rhythms more

moving™ (208), but also adds: "It was very fine--thrilling,

rable! But the sequel was less so" (209). Such ironic
remarks, relatively few though they are, inewitably diminish
Essex's stature, making him seem less tragic.

A

Not only do Strachey's major subjects conform-
imperfectly to type, but the frequently hesitant tone of

his analyses is further confirmation of Strachey’s
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dissatisfaction at knowing only their external image. He
c0mglains that "oGer,the doings of'Elizabeth there hovered . .
*.a vast interrogation" (23), and that "Burghley, no doubt was
selfish and wily; but perhaps his 1nfluence was not always as
gteat as_it seemed; and perhaps, also, he genuinely mistrusted
the sﬁngular characters ¢f his nephews" (41-2}). Discussing
one of Essex!s absences from Court he writes: "The nature of
his ailment was dubious: was he sulking, or was he really
il1? ' Perhaps he was both" (128). And about the happy recon-
ciliat}on between Elizabeth and Essex on Fhe eve of the
latter’'s departugé for Ireland. he savys: ". . . those two o~
fiqures were togetﬁer in their éassioﬁ and their mysterv,

while the viols played théir béaﬁtiful tunes and the jewels

glittexed indfhertorchlight- -What was passing? Perhaps, in

that strange companionship, there was delight, as of old”

(1§1-2) . : S

As a bilographer whose aim is to penetrate the inner
recesses of hia subjects'! minds, it 1s not surprising that
Strachey often expresses his frJ;tration at incomplete or
non—existant documentation abqut the Elizabethans.24 Even
‘about an event as crucial as the Queen's visit to Essex on
the eve of his humiliation before the Star Chamber, he is

drawn to comment: "And so, at four o'clock in the evening

of Noévember 28th, accompanied by Lady Warwick and Lord



Worcester, she stepped into her barge and had herself
conveved to York House.J ﬁe know ﬁo more. Essex was in
‘lruth very ill--apparently dying. Was he conséious of

her visit? Were there words spokﬁp? Or did she come and
look and go, unseen? Unanswerable guestions! The November

night falls, gathering her up into its -darkness" (223).

A close examination of Elizabeth and Essex has

thus again highlighted the vital impact of Strachey's
éoint of view op both the nature and effectiveness of his
art. In this casé, 3 pértially archetyvpal treatment of
his main subjects apparentlf owes more to his unysually A
intense emotional response “to his material than to his

aesthetic or psychoanalyvtic theories.25 As I have shown,

‘
the tone of the portraits of Elizabeth and Essex. is un-
charécteristically warm, and eveﬁ'apprbaches hagiography at
times. -However, whereas Strachev's complimentary presén—
tation of.Elizabeth is ciosely associated with his pride

in his Engliéh heritage, the lyrical tone and sympathetic
focus of his pértrait of Eséex stems from his romantic
conception of the Earl as a classic tragic hero. Thus,
insofar as Stracheyv's main subjects are presented as
archetypal figures, they are formulated, not in the Theo-
phrastian sense, but as idealized‘objects of Stracheyv's

admiration and affection.

161..



In sum, although Strachey's innovations in focus, .

form and interpretative method are interesting, they cannot

3

be considered his greatest achievement in Elizabeth and

' Essex. As a biography, the book is distinctly less

effective than its predecessor Queen Victoria, because

Strachey has codspicuously failed to present a fully
individualized image of his main subjects. On the other

hand, considered simply as a narrative, Elizabeth and Essex

is in many ways the culmination of Strachey's writing

career. It 1s a dramatically cohprent and effective work of

art, characterized by that meticulous craftsmanship which

marks all his best writing. ;

ak
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FQOTNOTES: CHAPTER FOUR

liolroyd, pp.430-31. . Ca

2Holroygl, p.430Q

3a. c. Bradley, Shakespearean Tragedy (London: Macmillan,
1904; 1960), pp.19, 20, 21. .

™~
4

Lvtton Strachev, Elizabeth and Essex (London: Chatto and
\

Windus, 1928; 1972), pp. 3. 6. All subsequent references

will be to this edition. For convenience, page references

are included in the text in parentheses.

5See the jarring note in the description of Essex's

successful power struggle with Raleigh, which ends
unconfortably with Strachey's comment: ". . 3 though
t+the cloud had vanishe~, the sky had subtly changed. A

first quarrel is always an ominous thing." (32)

6Holroyd, p- 450.

7 . fs .
In this respect, Strachey's focus owes an obvious, and

acknowledged, debt to John Harington's descriptions of

the closing vears of Elizabeth's reign, published in

L
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Nugae Antiquae, Vol 1 (London: 1804; New York: Ams Press, 1966} .
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. . :
8Lytton Strachey, "Shakespeariana," The Spectator, 100
{1908), p.536-7.

}

Holroyd, p.l46. ' . TZ
)

9

10Lytton Strachey,- "The Claims of Patriotism," War and Peace,

July 1918, p.293.

1lrhis enthusiastic response to documentary evidence of a

still ‘vital past is characteristic of Strachey. In his
biographical essay on Hume, for example, he writes: "In

the absence of the Ambassador he was left in Paris for some
months as chargé dtaffaires, and his dispatches still exist

+o show that he understood diplomacy as well as ratiocination.”

Lytton Strachey, "Hume," B.E., p-487 See also his long

essay, "English Letter Writers," L.E., pp.234.

1274 is not, however, untypical of his critical writings.
As Sanders rightly points out in his discussion of Strachey
as a critic of Elizabethan drama: "It has been a mistake

to assume, as some critics of Elizabeth and Essex have done,

that when Strachey ventured out of the Victorien period he
was getting out of his element. Actually, the Elizabethans

were his first love." Sanders, p.97.

A
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k)

13Iﬁ his essay on "Voltaire and England”, Strachey had expressed
similar sentiments about "the great achievement of the Revolution
and the splendid triumphs of Marlborough" which he described as
having "brought to Epgland freedom, power, wealth and that sense
of high exhilaration which springs from victory. and self-

confidence." Lvtton Strachey, "Woltaire and England," B.E., p.68.

14Over the last twenty yeé;s, psychohistorians have, of course,
explored the potential of psychoanalytical studies of hifiorical
sﬁbjects much more fully than Strachey was in a- position to co,
given the pioneering state of the art in his dav. In a recent
article, Joseph M. woods remarks.that "psychoanalysts are agreed
in criticizinglthe biographer who goes bevond the evidence and
fabricates unconSCious_igsires and fantasies". He notes the
considerable controversy generated by analy§es which are pased
on postulates about the childhood of a historical figure, vand
comments that "there is rarely enough reliable and avalilable
evidence about any given childhood, and about a subject's
feelings about the significarit figures in echildhood", concluding
+hat the biographer is therefore hardly "entitled to assume
causes”, but that ". . . psychoanalytic theorv enables the
hiographer to see, in examining the mature life of a character,

behaviour that he might not otherwise notice." Joseph M. Woods,

"Some Considerations on psycho—history," The Historian, 36 (l974ir

727-9. «
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lS‘I‘here are striking parallels between Strachey's thesis
coﬂcerning Elizabeth's androgyny, and some of Freud's
analyses, particularly his study of Leonardo da Vinci.

. \ '
The Complete Works of Sigmund Freugd, ed. James Strachey,

Vol %I (London: Hogarth Press, 1910), pp- 93-98.

For a slightly different interpretation, see J. E. Neale's
comments about the estimates the Cecils made %f.the Queen,
in which he notes that it was the "less astute” Robert Cecil
who judged Elizabeth to be "... . more than a man, and, in
troth, sometimes less than a woman." J. E. Neale, Queen

Elizabeth I (London: ' Jonathan Cape, 1934, 1958), 386.

(Hereafter cited as Neale) .
Also: G. B. Harrison, "Elizabeth and Her Court," The

Spectator, 141 (1928), 777.

16Strachey variously asserts that Essex's "enthusiastic
nature leapt out to welcome the scintillating wisdom and
profound wit" of Bacon (50), that hé was a "gallant
nobleman" whose "firét théught_was for the friend whom,
perhaps, he had served ill through over-confidence or lack
of judgﬁment" (63) and that even when pressed and harassed
on every side, Essex still "found the time and energy to
write three letters to the leaders of the Bar, pressing
upon them, with tactful earnestness, the claims of his

friend"” (100).
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17Strat:héy's account contrasts greatly with J. E. Neale's

. b ]
much less sympathetic description of Essex's death, which-

like the rest of his study, emphasizes Essex's folly and

treachery. Neale, pp. 374-6.

—
See also Robert Lacev, Robert, Earl of Essex: An Elizabethan

Icarus {(London: Weidenfeld and Nicholson, 1971), especially

op. 115-20%

18Lawrence Garber, "Strachey's Elizabeth and Essex,"

Dalhousie Review, autumn 1976, p.414.

lgErik Erikson, Young Man Luther (New York: W. W. Norton,

1948; 1962), p.l4.

2OIn the opening pages of Elizabeth and Essex,'Strachey ®

asserts: "The age--it was that of Marlowe and Spenser, of
the early Shakespeare and the Francis Bacon of the Essays--—
needs no description: everyone.knows its outwa}d appeardnces
and the literary expressggﬂijbf its heart. More valuable
than descriptions, but what perhaps is unattainable, would

be some means by which the modern mind might reach to an
imaginative comprehension of those beings of three centuries
ago--might move with ease among their familiar essentials--

t
might touch, or dream that it touches (for such dreams are

the stuff of history) the very ‘pulse of the machine'" (8).
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211n this respect, note the parallels with Strachey's

treatment of Baring in "The End of General Gordon".

A

2See algo the way Chapter IX ends with the defeated leader
of the third Armada returning to a king "almost unconscious
with anxiety and disease" (146), whereas Chapter X opens
ebulliently with the words: "gssex; too, had come back,

and had to face a mistress who was by no means dying" (148).

23It 1s interesting that although Virginia, Woolf was some-

~what less sanguine than Strachey concerni;g the usefulness
of the information to be culled from Queen Elizabethfs cor-
respondence, she, too,\appeareq'to believe that the letters
" contained the very marrow of history, in that they expressed
‘@he temperament of the woman who ruled England from the
time she was twenty-five, and whose whims and gqualities

lay at the very centre of the vast expansion of the

Elizabethan age." Virginia Woolf, "The Girlhood of Queen

Elizabeth," "Books and Portraits (London: Hogarth Press,

1977), ©.174.

24In Elizabeth and Essex Strachey often refers to the

problematic nature of his.sources. Other representative

examples are: "The details are’?idden from us, we do not

-

ne inlifi}and" (183} ;

know the terms of the peace; w]ﬂonly know that the pretext

for it was vet another misfort



"We cannot trace all the moves--complicated, concealed,
and fevered--that passed at the Council téble: but it

~

seems probable that Essex, when pressed to name a
substitute for Mountjoy, remembered Bacoﬂ's advice™ (187-8)
"We do not know of Cecil's other faint imperéeptible move;
ments. We-only know that, in the Council, there were some
who still pressed for the éppointment of Mountjoy, that the
Earl's indication of himself was opposed or neglected, and
that ;heﬁ the candidature of Sir William Knollys was

suddenly revivedé” (188-9).

h8

25This interpretation is further strengthened by the

information we have about Strachey's life at the time.
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r

Holrovd, for example, writes that "in the story of Elizabeth

and Essex Strachey saw much that poignantly reflected his
own tragic history." Holrovd, p. 948. EHe has also acknow-
ledged using in his biography of Strachey, "a phrase or

two fram Elizabeth and Essex", because "After he read the

book Elizabeth and Essex) Roger Senhouse confirmed that

there was a fantasy element in their relationship that went
into, and came out of, the book." Letter from Michael

'Holroyd, 12 January, 1877. : .



. CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS

\-

It is logical to open this assessment of Lvtton

Strachey's.contribution to the art of biography in

Eminent Victorians, Queen Victoria, and Elizabeth and
Essex by recognizing the literary merits of these works.

Strachey was a painstaking writer and all three biocgraphies

are characterized by apt organization, coherent formal

structures, skilful control of pace, and a fluent prose

-

stvle.

Although Eminent Victorians lacks the close formal

-

170.

unity of Queern Victoria or Elizabeth and Esséx, Strachev's

mastery of prose narrative is evident in the %ay the
structure and pace of the narrative lines in "Cardinal
Manning”, “Fl;renée Nightingale", and "The End of General
Gordon" forcefully convey the energy with which Strachev's
subjects pursue their lives as "an ecclesiastic", "a woman
of action", and "a man of adventure", respectively. 1In
addition, variatiéns in pace highlight emoticnal climaxes
or underscore tension. Even "Dr Arnold”®, which lacks the
vigorous narrative drive of the other three portraits, and
-

which conspicuously fails to illuminate its subject, is a

tour de force of ircnic writing.

In Queen Victoria, Strachey chose a subject whose

life he believed to be central to the historv of a whole
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era. His biOgraphy'is an impressive chronicle of her eighty
;;Z years. Recognizing the scope of his topic, herprovides
a chronological framework which orients the reader to key
events. Although his narrative ie broadly sequential, his
handling of time is flexible enough to reflect the varying
tempi of Victoria's world, just as his control of pace ablf.
communicates his conceptioﬁ of the significant-patterns of
her life. One device used to particular effect is-the
creation of moments of high drama as climectic points which

break into the narrative flow and act as folils to‘ﬁigpursive

passages of psychological analysis or historical explanation.

Considered strictly as a narratlve, Elizabeth and

Essex 1s in many ways the culmlnatlon of Strachey S career.

171.

It is written in the form of é ntraglc hlstory and its K\\\

impressive coherence owes much to its dramatic structure.
The central figure, Essex, is presented as a tragic hero,
whose demise is consistently foreshadowed; and the narrative
line follows the classic pattern of rising action, ciimax,
falling action, catastrophe and dénouement. Within this:
framework, the scenes of confrontation by which Strachey so
adr01tly creates moments of partlcular dramatic intensity
are handled with considerable theatricality.

It was logical to begin by emphasising the works'

literary merits. However, as the case of Elizabeth and

Essex so graphically illustrates, the criteria by which we

TN
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judge a piece of writing to be an effective narrative are

in themselves_insufficient criteria by which to judge ite
. merits as biographyf An impressively coherent work of art,

Elizabeth and Essex ig a far less effective piece of

o c ) -
blographlcal wrltlng than Queen Victoria. As the former

work shows the blographer =3 lnterpretatlve approach to‘
his subject 1s crucial 1n‘determ1n1ng not only the- nature

-‘but,also the effect;veness of his art. Furthermore, thlS

L3

e .intersection of writer and subject assumes particular

. importance -in the ¢ase of a biographer such as Strachey,

v EE .
[ N . N 3 . :
.ewhose books bear 50'personal\hn impress of his artistic,

historical, psychological, moral, and social concerns.

- ' R - - : ’

- ‘ " Strachey's concept of history strongly colours his
‘interpretative épproach to his subjects and has significant
ramifications for his art., All three biographies stress

- the contributi.‘ made by exceptional indivrgaals to the
- history of their.times. Thus, in Eminent ViccG%ians,
. " / :

Strachev *s

account of the Crimean War scarcely touches the

broader canvas bf Eurcopean political and social history,

1

bg} concentrates on how, at that specific

¥0f
desperate need of a great natlon came" an lFlorence nghtlngale
"was there to satisfy it" (135). fslmllarly, the portrait of

'Gérdon tprns on the fact that "hé&élunge%-into the whirl of

7w high affairs; his fate was mingled with the frenzies of
v o L |
‘. . "Empire and the doom of peoples"(223). Strachey assesses
\ - " . ' j
"'. - o .
' \ . " : * ! k
-] - - K] t .
~ .

T

o
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. .
Arnold's career as follows: "There can be little doubt that
what he had achieved jﬁstified the prediction of the Provost
£ Oriel that he should 'change the face of education all

0
. % .
through the public schools of England " (220)
A central motif in both Queen Victoria and Elizabeth

anad Essex¥is the influence these two gueens exercised cover
-’ - » -

the course of events at home and abroad. 1In the case of
Victoria, Strachev attaches considerable importance to her

-

contribution to British domestlc pollcv, and to the fact that

-
she and Albert were at the hub of Eurppean statecraft up to
: ' . In the case

. +he time of the Prince Consort's death 1n 1861

of Elizabeth, Strachey's portrait everywhere emphasises the
especially the way her

Queenis pivotal position at Court
favour could make or mar .a man's fortunes; Her far reaching
and her prestige 'and infduence

powers as absolute monarch
abroad, especially in the decade followlng the defeat of: the

Iin Eminent

_Armada in 1588.

=4

In-addition to Lnfluenelng their age, Stracheyv's

subjects ‘also define it, in varying degrees. I

Vlctorlans, he Durooselv chose to write aoout the "characteristic
All four of his subjects are very

.specimens” of an age.
English as:well :as very Victorian. Aall of them exhibit

the dvnamism Strachey associated with the Victorians. The

I"
careers of Manning and Gordon are also presented as exemplil-

fying the contradictions’of a period which Strachey considered

o
-

‘b
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to be at one and thelsame time strongly religious and
energetically secular. Manning's personality is, to a

large extent; riven‘by-ihis schism, and the two opposing
facets of the age are represented in the confrontations
between the astute Manning and thosé two wordly innocents:
Wiseman and Newman. ‘Gordon, who embodies "the mingling
contradictions of the Engliéh spirit" (224) is torn between
his ascetic ideals and his love of adventure, and comes

up against an opponent who is'an ironic reflection of one
side'of his 5wn nature. Although thev embody certain
characteristics of their age, Manning, Florence Niggﬁﬁngale,
and Gordon are in no way presented as being totally explicablé .‘
in terms of theée traits. Arnold, by contraét, is an arche- -
tvpal amalgam of ail Strachey hated most about the
Victorians: their religious fervour, moral earnestness,

solemnity, complacency, and inhumanity.

In Queen Victoria Strachey's approach is again such
= =

as to give prominence to his view that parallel Fe*ces might

be perceived in-the individual psyche and society as a whole.
From the start he introduces Victeoria és_the embodimént of a
new era, favourably comparing 5er to her disreputablé
predecessor, Georée IV. He also correlates her popﬁlarity
with the extent to which she succeeded in reflectingjthé
predominantly middle-class valueé and aspiration },f nine-

teenth century England. Although constaﬁtly presgnted as
’ - H
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the "apotheosis” of her age, Strachey's Victdria is, however,
never viewed as completely defined by it. As in his éortrait
of that other singleminded lgdy of the period, Florence
Nightingale, Strachey is‘intrigﬁed by, and sensitive to,

the unique gqualities of a singularly forcefui subject.

In Elizabeth and Essex Strachey conceives of his

subjects iérQely, though not exclusively, as definite
historical and psychological types. The Queen he views as
"the supreme phenomenon of Elizabethanism" (12), and Essex

as the last fléming up of "ancient feudalism" and "antigque
knighthood™ (2), whosé—?gﬁtpit,_waywafd, melancholy, and
splendid, belonged to the Renaissance" (123). He defines
both the contradictions of the Age and those of his subjects,
in psychoanalytical terms. In attributing the contradictions
in Elizagéth's personality to masculine and feminine opposites

juxtaposed, he suggests an androgynous interpretation of her

* psyche.

The strongly psychological impulse of every aspect
‘0f Strachey's interest in history reminds us that he writes
first and foremost as a biographer, not as an historian. As
such, his overriding concern is with.the unigueness of the
human spirit. Everythiﬁg said so far about the vital impress
of Strachgy's view of history onithe nature and scope of his

biographies applies with even greater force to the impack on

-

-
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his work of the stance he adopts towards his chosen subjects.
if his individualistic concept of history largely detexr-

mines the nature and scope of Eminent Victorians, Queen

Vietoria, and Elizabeth and Essex, the degree to which

Strachey feels empathy and/or antipathy for his subjects
largely determines the success or failure of these works as

biography.

Stracheyv's most successful biography is Queen Vigtoria.
Significantly, this“is a warmly human portrait, as well as a
far from uncritical Bhe. Victoria is presented as the
epitome of the English bourgeoisie not only in her vices,
but in her virtues. However misguided her sense of duty,
Strachey clearly feels a deal of affection for her innate
good-heartedness, and i§ impfessed by; her vitality and
dignified execution of her official duties. Furthermore,
his iconoclastic approach to the matter of Victeoria's popular
image as perfect Queen, wife, and mother turns out to be a
distinect advantage in this case. His Viqtoria, stybborn,

opinionated, warm-hearted, autocratic, unsubtle, and sincere

is far more interesting than the idealized myth he destroys.

However, as we have seen, too uncritical an attitude

on Strachev's part, as in Elizabeth and Essex, leads to the
damaging psychological and historical tvpecasting of his
majorxr subjecEg%és archetypal Renaissance English Queen, and

romantic tragic hero, respectively. Equally, Strachey's

1
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most critical portrait, that of Arnold, is even more

flawed than Elizabeth and Essex. The very intensity of

the scorn which makes him such an effective ironist and

—

debunker of educational myths fatally inhibits his response

to Arnold the man. This is also the case in Queen Victoria,

where his deep-rooted distaste for Albert's Victorian

A
earnestness, stern sense of duty and "un-Englishness” ‘
results in a portrait which approaches caricature at

many points.

In sum, the degree to which Strachey is effective gP
in illuminating what makes his subjects different from,
and not like, other men is dependent on a very specific
kind rapport between the biographerxr and his material.
Strachey\ s ideal éubjeét, as the portraits of Manning,
Flofenée-Nightingale; Gordoﬁ, and Queen Victoria show,
is almost, but not guite, his equal. The éubjects wﬂicﬁ
really fire his-iméginatiog are those-whose_lives‘he
perceives in ambiguous and subtle terms. His best writing
stenms neither'from a position of adulation nor from one
of héstility. As we have seen, Straéhey's pafﬁisan pride

in his English heritage in Elizabeth and Essex inhibits

the sensitivity of his response to his subjects just as

‘seriously as the extreme iconoclasm which unleashes his

ironic wit in "Dr Arnold". Strachey's most effective

portraits in Eminent Victorians, Queen Victoria and
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Elizabeth and Essex are marked by a palpable tension between

the opposing facets of Strachey's own personality: between
' Strachey the i;SEist and Strachey the romantic. His very
successful presentation of Queen Victoria is the clearest
demonstraticon that his best work stems from embivalence;.

from his passionate attachment to tradition just as much

as from his stern rejection of it.

Given Strachey's assertive presence as a biographer, 2

the moral and social velues,wnéch determine the nature
and extent of his rapport with his subjects may bededuced
with some assurance. Furthermore, his explicit commitment

~

to a very positive code of values in Eminent Victorians,

Queen Victoria, and Elizabeth and Essex is at least as

pervasive as his iconoclasm, and of far greater significance

to a balanced assessment of his art as a biographer.

It is true of course, as critics have never tired.
of pointing out, that Strachey did harshly attack Victorian
values wherever he perceived them: Albert's rigid adherence
to ‘duty, Queen Victoria's stuffy sense of decorum, Florence
Nightingale 's religiosity, the dogmatism and pomposity of'
bo%{silbert and Arnold, and the arid assiduity of that
Viecterian-like Elizabethan, Philip of Spain. It is also
true that he dellghted in the way Florence nghtlngale and
Gordon rebelled against the Victorian Establishment, ‘social

and polltlcal-
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However, a major reason Strachey, wrltes so well

about Vlctorlan Engllshmen and woeen lles in the’way- his

. stern emotlonal aiF moral detachment fr&\vfhe age, born

of his personal revolt agalnst the values of his parents

4

. generation, is so often counterbalanced by hls equallv

warm pride in what he perceives as the continuity of the

English tradition of independence and individualism.

_Strachey admires these two qualities in Victoria, Florence

Nightingale, Gordon and Palmerston; just as he admires
them in Elizabeth I. Conyérsely, it is Albert's "un-
Engllsh" conventlonallty and bllnd subservience to what

Strachev sees as Stockman s Germanic ideals whlch =To]

alienates his affectlons from the Prince Consort-

The_re;éted English bourgeois virtues of energy

and perseverance also consist§$tly elicit an admiring

response from Strachey. —"He 1is irresistably'fasc;nated
by the spectacle of Florence Nightingale working cease-
lessly for over half a century "with all the devo;}on of
her extraordinary nature" (E.V., p. 155), by Gordon, "the
man of energy and action* (E.V., p. 236), by Victoria's
"eagef‘vitality" and "stamina" (Q.V., p. 174), and by
Elizabeth, “the fierce old hen . . . brooding over the
English nation whose pullulating energies were coming
swiftly to ripeness and unity under her wing"” (E & E.,

p. 16). He is even capable of being fascinated by the
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utterly wrong-headed exertions of the romantic ﬁarl,of
Essex. If Strachey is harsh in his assessment of the
labours of Arnold and Albert,_it is mainly because his .

hostility:tb the-cau§és'for_which they worked overrides

his admiration for their perseverance. Similarly, the
cdnéigéion tﬁat Manning's energies were woefully mis-
qirected, explains-why Sﬁraghey is at least as repglled
as attracted by the way his "powerful spirit.: .

worked on undismaved through all the vicissitudes of his

career" (E.V., p. 13).

Last, but by no means least, Strachey's attitude

towards his subjects is strongly conditioned by the matter
-

-8f their integrity in personal relationships= He despises

the "diplomatic conscience" of Sir Evelyn Baring, and the
way "blande suavitefque Dr Newman'’'s spirit had been crushed"”
by Manaing (E.V., p. 92). Equally, he applauds Essex’s
foolish loyalty to his friends, while deploring Francis
Bacon's well;timed defections. Tellingly; his harshest
criticism of Florence Nightingale is reserved for her
ruthless exploitation of Sidney Herbert. Furthermore,

it is the }nhumane consequences of Victorian dogmatism as
practised in the educatiqn of the Prince of Wales, or at
Rugby, which distress Strachey most of all. Even though

he ridicules Victoria's emotionalism as naive or misguided,

-~

he greatly prefers her instinctively compassionate nature

\-
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to Albert's less foolish restraint. '

In sum, my study has revealed the complexity of the
eléﬁenfs which contribute to Strachey's stance as a

biographer in Eminent Victorians, Queen Viectoria, and

Elizabeth and Essex. ' It has also shown how point of view
is absolutely explicit in the narrative tacEics Strachey
édopts. I have afgued throuéhout, that al£hough it is
rarely safe to accept the face value of what Strachey says,
the evidence of these three works 1s that whiie he is

Ay

frequently ironic, he is never covert about his allegiances.
I disagree with the critics who, like Christopher Hollis,
argue that Strachey is devious, accusing him of failing to
warn the reader "when he is about to sing his siren‘song.“l
I concur with Scott-James' judgement: "We know well that
Sf}achey was not, in his own mind, in the_least‘ﬁetaEBe@;

thatﬂ&e was really an ardent partisan . ,_.“2

Since objectivity was neither Strachéy's ideal nor
his practice, and since his biaseé are so clearly announced,
the most pertinent gquestion to ask about his writings is
whether the intellectual and other gualifications he brings
+o the tasks of selection, arrangement and interpretation

are egual to the subjects about whom he chooses to write.

‘My contention has been that Strachey did not, on the whole,

choose subjects that were unsuited to his talents or

-

temperament. Certainly he had emotional, philosophical,
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and moral blind spots, but as my analysiéﬁgf his three -
major biographies has shown,“these were a severe handicép
only in the case of his portraits of Albert and Arnold,

On the other hand, his astute choice of major subjects

in his portraits of Manning, Florence Nightingale, Gordon,
Victoria and Elizabeth enabled him to exploit to the full
his natural affinity for subtle personalities, his
fascination with dynamic individuals, his ambiva;ent but
strong ties with the Gictorian era, and his warm pride in

his English heritage.

Only the spiritual dimension of his subjects'
lives is manifestly outside the sphere of Strachey's
sympathetic comprehension. It is true, for example, that

he does not adequately recognize the part religion plaved

in thef®lives of Florence Nightingale and Gordon.3 On the
other hana, Lord Elton's biography of Gordon, which does
accord a central place to the latter's fervent Christ%anity,
singularly fails to account for the impulses which led
Gordon to the battlefields of China and the SudanE?br for
Gordon's perisdic bouts of deep melahcholy.4 The fact is
that the forces which motivated the actions of leading
"Victorians were often coﬁplex, and sometimes contradictory.
The recent publication of Gladstone's diaries reminds us

that, in an age which placed a high wvalue on social

propriety, the upright public spokesman for Christian
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morality.and stalwart supporter of the virtues of family

life ell too often led énother guite different existence

in the shadowy but pervasive demi-monde of Viétorian life.
"As & topic, the.age of Victoria thus demands a combinaticn
of interests and sympathies scarcely considered compatible
since that time. In fairnegs to Strachey, his writings do
reveal a sensitivity to the irreconci%able tension between
religious aﬁd secular values within Victorian society, his

antipathy to conventional religious feeling notwithstanding.

~This having been said, I believe that there is one
aspect of Strachey's approach to his art which does place
certain constraints on the universality of its appeal.

Impressive as are Strachey's intellectual, emotional, and
moral gualifications for his chosen tasks, the fact that

his values are both overtly stated and central to his
method, makesrthe quggtion of shared assumptions bétween
writer and audience of outstanding significance. St;aehey's
biographies are theéefore peculiarly vulnerable to criticism
from readers innately hostile to his ideas. This is

-»

'particularly evident in the writings of critics such as\
Noel Annan, T. R. Barnes, F. R. Leavis, Dmitri Mirsky, b
Charles Smyth, Frank Swinnerton, Geoffrey Wagner, and
Edmund Wilson; all gﬁ whom actively disliked Bloomsbury.S

Furthermore, substantial changes in social attitudes may

increase the number of such readers by widening the gap

-

N
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between the "authorial audience" for whom Strachey wrote,

) o 6
and the "actual audience" of current readers.

An acute gap bétween "authorial" and "actual"
audiences is Createé by the intense clarity of the wofld
view'which informs Strachev's art. Certainty is not a
fashionable state of mind in the 1970's. Even in 1932
Joseph Wood Krutch wrote: "Modern man is éxtraoréinarily
invelved in things which he hopes, or senses, or half.
knows. He is aware of the inadequacy or incompletenéss
of his knowledgerconcerning things which he believes to
be extremely important. Hence in his writings he is
bound to be always qualifying and always inserting
provisos. But all -this, no matter how necessary it may
be, is bad for his stvle. It clutfers up his sentences
and 1t blurs his effects. ' Strachev would have none of
it." He concluded h%ﬁ aséessment.with the remark that
in Strachey's work one is sure of finding "a beginning, .

a middle and an end, and no loose threads left dangling."7

Few people today regard'sﬁch'clarity as a virtue, and many c
consider gt at best a measure of naive 9§timism, at worst . )
an expression of biind faith. Thus, in the most basic ) \

sense, Strachev's style of biography is currently "out of

style".

A

Whatever one's response to the values which inform

hi; writings, and whatever cne's judgement of his subjects,
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- . ot
Strachey?; great achievement is that he always chéllénges
and\éfimulates his readers by the intensity and forceful-
ness of his insights. His most.effective portraits, such .
as those of Cardinal‘Manning, Plarence Nightingaié,
General Gordon, and Queen Victoria, are those which
cogently articulate his quintessentially ambivalent )
perceptlon af the world, without either overpowering or
belittling their subjects. Stracgay’ s->9al contribution
to biography is not his iconoclasm, but his disciplined

and acknowléﬁged subjectivity; the nearly complete inte-

gration of mind and art he attains in his best work.

~
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APPENDIX: NOTES CONCERNING SOME THEORETICAL
PROBLEMS OF BIOGRAPHY AND ITS RELATION
TO FICTION AND HISTORY.

As I discuss in the Introduction, criticism levelled
against Strachey's undue subjectivity and disrespect for the
facts helps to elucidate the premises of his art by drawing
attention to his avowedly partisan conception of biography.
His opinion that "any history wg}thy of the name is, 1n its
own way, as personal as poetry"l has consistently provoked

the wrath of professional historians. As recently as 1974,

Ragnhild Hatton wrote of Eminent Victorians: "Here was a

most unpistorical approach to the past, if not a guving of

the personalities put under the microscope.“2 This kind of
criticism raises important theoretical guestions: not only
about the role of partiality in historical writing but also
about the validity of classifying literary genres on the

basis of distinctions between "truth" and "fiction". In my
view, to demand total objectivity from the historian is
neither desirable nor feasible. Nor, despite their obvious
appeal, do genre classifications based on distinctions between
the factual and the fictive adequately reflect the diversity

and complexity of the features which characterize non-fiction

writing, especially in the fields of history and biography.
2

Warner Berthoff's article "Fiction, Historvy, Myth"3

may be quoted as a lucid representative of traditional

genre criticism. Berthoff argues that fiction "describes



something made up", and that when we term a piece of writing
fiction "we have in mind works about which we usually know
(or would know if we had the evidence) who did the making up}

we assume the presence, we recognise the workmanship, of an

individuval maker. Eis variations and elaborations on the

~

story materials he exploits interest us as much, in reading,

as the particular human action he rehearses." The term history,
by contrast, "is reserved for that species of narrative in
which we try to describe someﬁhing that happéned acco:ding to
the discoverable testimony about it and by means of certifiable
technigues for gathering and identifying such testimony.”
Berthoff cbncludes: "Ideally, then, history is descriptive,

and its problem verification. Fiction is constitutive or
inventive, and its problem is veracity. Both, as modes of
narrative, are composed. But in the first case, the order of
the narrative is meant to reveal a pre-existent order of
actuality; in the second, though the narrative may imitate the
form of a historyv, it is known from the first to be a particular

writer's invention.”

Unfortunatelv, the reality of human experience is not
as tractable as the literary theorist might wish it to be.
Even the simplest "facts” about people’'s lives may turn out

to be more "fiction" than "fact". Georges Gusdorf tells a

delightful story about the "truth" behind Lamartine's

189.
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avowedly autobiographical poem "La Vigne et La Maison".
This‘pgem describes Lamartine's childhood home and the vine
growing up the front of the house. A histgrian discovered
that no vine actually grew there at the time Lamartine was a .
child. The vine, it seems, was planted in later years by
Madame Lamartine "pour reconciler la po&sie et la verité&.”
The moral of the tale, explains Gusdorf, is that in
autobiography the factual truth is less important than.the
truth about the man.? Or to use Berthoff's terminology:

the truth of Lamartine's poem resides in its veracity not in
its verifiable historical accuracy.

In historical, as in autobiographical writing, literal
truth is a guestionable absolute. Much historical narrative,
including some of the begt, is reither solely descriptive
nor solely concerned with verification. In his famous
attack on "scissors and paste history" (which he defines as
ﬁistory constructed by excerpting and combining the
testimonie; of different authorities) Oollingwoéd staunchly
advocates the ideal of interpretative history, arguing that
"the important question about any statement contained in a
source is not whether it is true or false, but what it
means."® I would further contend that interpretation is

not only desirable, but also unavoidable, because historical
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narratives are verbal structures, and language is an
inﬁately value—-laden and connotative medium. As Hayden
White has convincingly argued, all histories contain both
a "manifest" or "surface" level (consisting of datg,
theoretical concepts for explaining éhem and a narrative
strﬁcture for fheir presentation) énd aléo =1 déeper
"metahistorical" content whikh is "generally poetic and

specifically linguistic in nature."®

In addition, most of
the "facts” in a historian's sources are in any case them-

selves embedded in words, and are thus already interpreta-

tion.

Although the essentially verbal nature of their
dicipline has been largely ignored by histofians, certain
aspects of the so-called Speculative-Critical Dichotomy
would in fact appear to derive their substance from the
sharp division of philosophers of history into two opposing
and, until comparatively recently, mutually exclusive camps:
the-one concerned with the totality of man's actions: the

other with the verbal account we construct of such actions. ’

The continuing critical preoccupation with literal
truth in history, biography, and autobiography reflects the
still powerful influence of certain aspects of nineteenth
century thought: particularly the influence of "scientific
history", with its conviction that social and psychological

phenomena were gubject to ascertainable laws and therefore,
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on principle, subject to the systematic treatment of the
natural scienceé.8 Leo Braudy, in his study of Hume,
Fielding and Gibbon, notes that "in the course of the
eighteenth century the factual world of historical inter-
pretation and the fictive world of the novel gradually
'achievgd more distinct identities."9 By the end of the
nineteenth, this trend rowards what Russel B, Nye terms
10

"+he divorcement of history and literature" had

certainly become much more pronounced.

However , coincident with the nineteenth century's
growing concern for morphology, other forces were shaping

the direction of historical thinking:ll

most notably the
movement which has since been labelled "Historicism”.
Rejecting the formulation of sets of human laws valid for
all times and places, writers sﬁch as Dilthey, Meinecke and
Croce viewed human nature in dynamic rather than static
terms.12 Consequently, as Calvin Rand observes: "Contex-

tualism is an elemental historicist concept."13

Even by the early vears of this century, historians
were in strong reaction against the so-called objectivity of
what Strachey's friend G. M. Trevelyan, in 1313, called
"pseudo science“.l4 Since Strachey's time, in a world
increasingly unsure of absolutes, liﬁeral truth has become

a less and less attractive critical concept. Twentieth
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century novélisﬁs have written history into fiction, and
biographers havé produced fictional biographies.15 Eollowing
Northrop Frye's pioneering work,l6 _literary theorists have
developed increasingly complex models of.genre classifica-
tion;17 and interdisciplinary approaches to ngfrative have
proliferated.l8 The most-significant development in relation

to the present study is the emergence of psychohistory.19

Writers on the Hﬁmanities have also gradually come to
realize that the affinity between the methods.of the social
scientist and those of the natural scientist is creater than
they have generally assumed-.- As Carroll Quigley, an emineﬂt
convert expresses it: "When my interests shifted from the
physical sciences to the social sciences . . . I found a
curious situation. The social scientists usually had

2

erronecus ideas about the methods and theories of natural

. .. .. . . 20
science, believing them to be rigid, exact, and invariable.”

In the field of historical biography, as in all areas
of human endeavour, man's knowledge 1is in a state of per-

petual flux. Fresh information and changing perspectives

constantly create the necessity for reappraisal. As Emery
Neff has aptly said: "The science of the human intellect
21

means the history of the human intellect.” In the light
of current literarv practice and recent developments in

genre theory, it seems neither feasible nor appropriate
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to continue to uphold the old ideal of history as a
completely factual and objective narrative which is

absolutelf\and literally true.

Nevertheless, one important point remains to be
made: the foregoing discussion is not intended as justi-
fication for a completely relativistic aesthetic. To
argue that partiality is an inescapable feature of historical
narrative is not to condone either the deliberate falsifica-
tion of evidence or the wanton suppression of information.
Rather, it is to argue the desirability of full acknowledge-
ment, on the writef‘s part, of the nature and exteﬁt of his
engagement with his subject. Biographers and historians do
have an obligation not to intentionally misrepresent their
materials. s Schoenbaum rightl§ remarks, in passing
judgement on the notorioug Victorian forger, John Payne

Collier:

He forged in deadly earnest, for glory, and
staked his reputation on his 'discoveries'.
He deserves the judgement, from De Quincey's

Secret Societies, passed on him by the man who

did as much as anyone to topple him: 'How,
reader, a falsehood is a falsehood, though
uttered under circumstances of hurry and
sudden trepidation; but certainly it becomes,

though not more a falsehood, vyet more
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criminally and hatefully a falsehood, when
prepared from afar, and elaborately supported
by fraud, and dove-tailing into fraud, and

having no palliation from pressure and haste.‘22

In.conclusion, it 1s worth reiterating, in the context
of the above remarks, that a commendable feature of Strachey's
biographical writing is the degree of éertainty with which his
criteria of'selection may be inferred. As I comment at the
outset of this study, Strachey's explicitl} partisan tactics
leave the reader in no doubt as to the highly personal nature
of his art, and it is greatly to his credit that ﬁis biases

are for the most part so clearly avowed, his espousal of

causes so frankly admitted.
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¥

For a succint summary of the Speculative-Critical

controversy see W. H. Walsh, Philosophy of History:

Aan Introduction (New York: Harper and Row, 1960), esp.
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ABSTRACT

Recognizing that Strachey's writings are an
extremely direct expression of his aesthetic, philosophical
and moral vision, the main focus of this study is on point
of Giew in his three major biographies. The emphasis on
close textual analvsis is directed towards a definition of
the elements which characterize his art, and is allied to
an interest in underlving issues of genre; particularly

the inter-relationship of history and biography.

My study shows that Eminent Victorians, Queen

Victoria and Elizabeth and Essex are all characterized by

apt organization, coherent formal structures, a skilful
contreol of pace, and a fluent prose style. However, as the

case of Elizabeth and Essex graphically illustrates, the

criteria by which we judge a piece of writing to be an
effective narrative are in themselves insufficient to judge
its merits as biography. The author's stance is always
crucial in determining the effectiveness of his art, but

the intersectioﬁ of biographer and subject assumes parti-
cular significance in the case of a writer such as Strachey.
whose writings bear so forceful an impress of his personality

and values.





