


WRITING LIVES



This page intentionally left blank 



Writing Lives
Biography and Textuality, Identity and

Representation in Early Modern England

KEVIN SHARPE AND STEVEN N. ZWICKER

1



3
Great Clarendon Street, Oxford OX2 6DP

Oxford University Press is a department of the University of Oxford.
It furthers the University’s objective of excellence in research, scholarship,

and education by publishing worldwide in

Oxford New York

Auckland Cape Town Dar es Salaam Hong Kong Karachi
Kuala Lumpur Madrid Melbourne Mexico City Nairobi

New Delhi Shanghai Taipei Toronto

With offices in

Argentina Austria Brazil Chile Czech Republic France Greece
Guatemala Hungary Italy Japan Poland Portugal Singapore
South Korea Switzerland Thailand Turkey Ukraine Vietnam

Oxford is a registered trade mark of Oxford University Press
in the UK and in certain other countries

Published in the United States
by Oxford University Press Inc., New York

© The Several Contributors 2008

The moral rights of the authors have been asserted
Database right Oxford University Press (maker)

First published 2008

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,
stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means,

without the prior permission in writing of Oxford University Press,
or as expressly permitted by law, or under terms agreed with the appropriate

reprographics rights organization. Enquiries concerning reproduction
outside the scope of the above should be sent to the Rights Department,

Oxford University Press, at the address above

You must not circulate this book in any other binding or cover
and you must impose the same condition on any acquirer

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data

Data available

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data

Data available

Typeset by SPI Publisher Services, Pondicherry, India
Printed in Great Britain

on acid-free paper by
Biddles Ltd., King’s Lynn, Norfolk

ISBN 978–0–19–921701–4

1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2



Preface and Acknowledgements

Writing Lives emerged from a series of reflections and conversations
which occurred during the completion of our Reading, Society and Poli-
tics. Even since the publication of that volume, scholars in a number of
fields and disciplines—even those not directly concerned with literature
and its receptions—have discovered the insights and rewards of an
engagement with theories and histories of reading and interpretation
and with the broader critical perspectives opened by the history of the
book—its materialities, its economies, its circulation, its social authority
and energy. What struck us was how biography seemed to be the one
genre uninfluenced and untroubled by such critical perspectives and
moves; indeed biography has been the genre least inflected by the the-
oretical preoccupations and critical innovations of the last two or three
decades. Such immunity, we would suggest, has not been accidental.
Many of the theoretical dogmas of recent years—the erasure of author-
ship, the insistence on textual instability, the critical address to elisions
and fissures, most of all the emphasis on the self as a site of fracture
rather than coherence—not only question the methods, they might
seem fundamentally to have undermined the very project of biography.

Of course rumours of the death of the author and the end of literature
now seem rather exaggerated. In some forms, biography appears to
thrive as never before; and there obviously remains a readership, indeed
an appetite, for literary biography despite theory’s condescension. While
it is clear that criticism and biography have both flourished, they have
not much engaged in conversation, the methods and approaches of crit-
icism and theory scarcely informing the premises or arts of biography.
The dominance of theory in the academy has diminished, some would
say passed; but whatever one’s position in these culture wars, most of
us would agree that over the last two decades important insights have
emerged, still more, new questions have been asked about the ways in
which we interrogate and appreciate literature.

It occurred to us that such enquiry, rather than threaten, might
enhance and extend the biographical archive and project. In particu-
lar, as early modern scholars we felt that the biographical model as it
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emerged as a stable form and practice in the eighteenth century has
been a distorting lens onto early modern lives. In the Renaissance and
early modern period, rather than biography’s organic and developmental
narratives of a coherent subject, lives were written and represented in
a, to us, bewildering array of textual sites and generic forms. And
such lives were clearly imagined and written not to entertain or even
simply to inform, but to edify, instruct, and counsel. It is only when
we understand how early moderns imagined and narrated lives that
we can newly conceive the meaning of those lives and begin to rewrite
their histories free of the imperatives and teleologies of Enlightenment.
Whatever the value of theoretical and critical questions and perspectives
for our own writing of early modern lives, it is only, as revisionists have
insisted, through a full return to history, an exact historicizing, that we
can begin to answer such questions.

In conceiving a collection of studies of early modern lives and life
writing, we approached colleagues who were not for the most part
conventional biographers, but literary scholars, cultural critics, histo-
rians of ideas and visual media. All these scholars have been or are
currently engaged both with early modern conceptions of the life and
our own conceptualizing of the biographical project. We invited them
to reflect on such problems from the various and particular perspectives
of their own research and in the form of case studies animated by new
questions, even speculations. From the beginning, our interest was in
the conversations between these cases and among our contributors.
Accordingly most of our contributors met together in a colloquium
and conference in which earlier ideas and drafts were presented and
discussed both among themselves and within a larger gathering of early
modern scholars. The conference clearly revealed that rather than at
an end, critical conversations about early modern biography and life
writing are in some respects beginning anew. It is our hope that this
volume might stimulate further conversations.

For their hosting and generous support of the conference held in
the summer of 2006, we express our thanks to the School of Eng-
lish and Drama and the Centre for Editing Lives and Letters, Queen
Mary, University of London, and in particular Julia Boffey and Lisa
Jardine, and Beverley Stewart and Alistair Daniel. We would also like
to thank all our contributors for their interest in and commitment
to this volume, and especially Stella Tillyard for the set of broad and
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provocative reflections that opened our conference. We would both
like to thank the Departments of English and History at Washington
University, St Louis, and in particular Derek Hirst, Gerald Izenberg,
and Joe Loewenstein, and colleagues in the School of English at Queen
Mary, especially Warren Boutcher, Jerry Brotton, David Colclough,
and Lisa Jardine. Beyond these institutions, we thank for their interest
and support Chris D’Addario, Jane Ohlmeyer, and Greg Walker. For
showing such enthusiasm for the collection from beginning to end, we
wish to express warm thanks to Andrew McNeillie of Oxford Univer-
sity Press. For assistance with the final preparation of the manuscript
we thank Matthew Augustine. And to Alexandra Lumbers and Judith
Zwicker our thanks for helping to write our lives.
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Introducing Lives

Kevin Sharpe and Steven N. Zwicker

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

Writing Lives is concerned with these questions, most particularly
with early modern England, the place and time in which what we
recognize, and what contemporaries began to describe, as biography
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emerged from myriad forms of representing lives. The predominant
form of life writing that had emerged by the end of the seventeenth
century was not only biography but national biography. While we
have taken for granted the national identity of biographies, we must
remind ourselves that in this early modernity marked an important
departure. The medieval lives of saints and martyrs were of course
catholic, universal, and the models and heroes of hagiography and of
spiritual combat were not of nations but of European Christendom.
Though Renaissance ‘lives’ were less preoccupied with crusades and
eschatologies, they were no less conceived as international, as lives to
be imagined within a European republic of letters and written in the
international language of scholarship. Classical antiquity gave Renais-
sance humanism not only its language and its literatures but also its
exemplary lives of stoic self-restraint, civic virtue, and public duty. We
are familiar with the ways in which the Reformation fractured European
Christendom, but less attention has been paid to how reformations
shaped conceptions of lives in new confessional, local, and even national
terms. The models of Reformation and Counter-Reformation spiritual-
ity rather than European and Catholic, were Protestant and Roman,
Lutheran and Zwinglian, vernacular, provincial, and even national. In
the case of England, the course of the Reformation is inseparable from
the story of nationhood; and English modes of life writing cannot be
separated from emergent notions of Elect Nation. Though the Renais-
sance exemplary life remained an important model, over the course of
the sixteenth century it gave place, at least in terms of popularity, to the
lives forged through Reformation struggle: Foxe’s martyrs and puritan
worthies. By the end of the sixteenth century, models of life writ-
ing in England were often inseparable from confessional and national
identities.

Elect Nation was not just the geography but the driving force of
sixteenth-century English lives. Elect Nation was not a descriptive but
a polemical discourse and design, a Protestant defence against the
ultramontane and the popish. But for all the tension between them,
Protestantism was still part of a humanist culture than cannot be defined
and delimited by nation. Who would confine Sir Philip Sidney or John
Milton to national boundaries? Whatever their importance to an emer-
gent notion of a national literature, both were and conceived themselves
as European men of letters, conversant with antiquity, and as members
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of a humanist community. If we may at times feel that even in these cases
the European dimension of intellectual formation and identity has not
been fully registered, not fully acknowledged in our reading of Sidney’s
and Milton’s lives and works, it is generally the case that vernacular
nationalism has occluded those aspects of the life lived across national
boundaries and borders. National identities are of course forged always
in relation to—albeit in tension with—other identities. As Alastair
Bellany demonstrates, the most powerful courtier in Jacobean England
fashioned his authority, indeed his identity, as much from the tropes
and signs of European baroque culture as of English and Protestant
idioms. In Milton’s case, his design for a godly republic was situated fully
within, was indeed dependent on, an education in European letters.1

Lisa Jardine insists that the life of a figure like Constantine Huygens—at
home within and an agent between republic and monarchy, confederacy
and nation state—cannot be fully imagined or adequately written as
national biography. Huygens offers a powerful example of the need
to situate early modern lives beyond national boundaries. But in the
English case, he also raises the question of the longue durée of the
European republic of letters in the face of an increasingly powerful
and polemically insistent emphasis on Britishness. By the end of the
seventeenth century, British identity is beginning to determine not only
a national literature but as well national biography.2

The emergence of the nation as a determining force on life writing
is a phenomenon that we date to the end of our period. We should
also recognize that the very term biography emerges late in the seven-
teenth century.3 And just as emergent nationalism has flattened the
full textures of lives lived across national boundaries, we might also
argue that the conception of life writing as biography—the organic

1 In The History of Britain, Milton argued that ‘many civil virtues must be imported
into our minds from foreign writings and examples of best ages, we shall else miscarry’,
Milton, History of Britain, in the Complete Prose Works of John Milton, ed. D. Wolfe et al.
(New Haven and London, 1971), v. 450; and see Milton’s programme of moral, literary,
and rhetorical learning in Of Education, Complete Prose Works, ii. 357–415.

2 See Linda Colley’s celebrated Britons: Forging the Nation, 1707–1837 (New Haven
and London, 1992).

3 The OED identifies the emergence of the word in English with Dryden’s Life of
Plutarch (1683), but, as Ian Donaldson points out, the term ‘biography’ was already in
use twenty years earlier in The Life of . . . Thomas Fuller (1661); see Donaldson, ‘National
Biography and the Art of Memory’, Mapping Lives: The Uses of Biography (Oxford, 2002),
67.
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and developmental narrative of a life—imposes an anachronistic and cir-
cumscribed model on the writing of early modern lives, indeed on those
lives themselves. Our endeavour in this volume is to set aside the domi-
nant Enlightenment model of biography in order to explore the variety
and the complexities of all the forms in which early modern lives were
written. Furthermore, it is by returning to the full panoply of early mod-
ern forms that we may more fully, more closely inhabit and reimagine
those lives—rewrite them and refashion our conception of biography
itself.

Such a recovery must begin with the simple but fundamental ques-
tion: what were the purposes of life writing in early modernity? Even
a casual perusal of early modern lives discloses quite different inten-
tions and purposes to those of the modern biography: where, for
example, the modern biographer focuses on childhood, development,
psychology, and individuality, early modern lives are more concerned
with community, with spirituality, but most of all with the life as exem-
plar. Indeed, exemplarity is at the heart of early modern lives and early
modern life writing. From classical antiquity and medieval hagiography,
Renaissance writers inherited, edited, and re-presented exemplary lives
of scholarship, sanctity, and civic virtue. Such lives were consumed as
pedagogic texts, as counsel and guide, as models for the life of the
mind and spirit. And the exemplary life was more often than not a
polemical as much as pedagogic text, an ethical example, an ideological
formation, but also a political argument. Early modern lives were above
all lives written for use. The uses and purposes of early modern lives
are inseparable from forms of life writing quite different from our own.
The modern biography is above all a free-standing text, the narrative of
an individual and of individuality self-contained in form as in subject.
Early modern lives are more often written and read in collections and
as collectives, folded into histories, prefacing and appended to a myriad
of early modern books. While the free-standing ‘life’ is not unknown in
early modern England—Roper’s Life of More is an obvious example—
from editions of Plutarch’s Lives to Clarendon’s History exemplary and
polemical lives were more often encountered within the pages of other
texts and bound to other lives. For all the scholarly attention to self-
fashioning, to the celebration of the individual, the most common
forms of early modern life writing caution us that individuality itself is
fashioned out of collectives, typologies, and exemplars. The conventions
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and materials, the very forms of early modern life writing, are to an
extent that we have not fully appreciated central to our understanding
of early modern lives.

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

To identify and insist on the importance of the various materials of
early moderns’ life writing for our own writing of early modern lives
raises a set of questions about method. Of all literary forms biography
has least been troubled by issues of method, by that series of critical
enquiries that has so insistently raised questions about textuality, about
our own position in relation to interpretation, about the stability of
texts, and about issues of reception and the construction of meaning.
Ian Donaldson has suggested the value of such textual and rhetorical
awareness in the biographical project; to apply such perspectives is
radically to disrupt the stabilities of traditional biography, even most
radically to read the life itself as a text.5 Certainly the rhetorics of all
the materials of early modern life writing—and of Renaissance lives—
demand our critical attention. We may be familiar with the rhetoric
of the royal declaration or parliamentary address, but in our roles as
biographers we need to extend such alertness to the rhetoricity of all
early modern written, spoken, and visual forms. We need, that is, a
deeper sense of the rhetoric of the early modern life.

4 Harold Love valuably extends our recovery of early modern orality in Ch. 5,
‘Biography and Gossip’; see also Adam Fox, Oral and Literate Culture in England : 1500–
1700 (Oxford, 2000), and Bernard Capp, When Gossips Meet: Women, Family, and
Neighborhood in Early Modern England (Oxford, 2003).

5 See Donaldson, Ben Jonson’s Magic Houses: Essays in Interpretation (Oxford,
1997), 4.
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Renaissance rhetorical theory fully recognized that the meaning of
texts was as much made—as we have latterly recognized—by readers as
by authors. We might suggest that some greater attention to the recep-
tions of lives should inform our understanding of how lives themselves
were written, represented, even lived. As Alastair Bellany observes, in
the very act of fashioning his life Buckingham anxiously anticipated
not only different but contestatory readings, indeed writings, of that
life. And finally, we would urge the application to biography of the
new bibliography and history of the book which have so enriched
our understanding of the performance of early modern texts. At the
simplest level, little attention has been paid to the very materiality of
the materials of early modern life writing, to, that is, the presence of the
hand, to multiple scripts, to emendation, to address and subscription.
Leah Marcus attributes considerable significance to the varying size
and position of Elizabeth’s signature in explicating the purposes and
meanings of her letters. And Marcus reminds us that the relationships
among materiality, meaning, and reception are by no means the business
only of the manuscript archive. Elizabeth may have written her prayers,
but her readers read them and viewed them within the paratextual and
marginal illustrations that surely complicated and perhaps contested not
only Elizabeth’s meanings but her authorially represented life. In the
case of James II’s ‘Life’ we cannot begin to think about the life outside
its material circumstances: its gaps and fragmentary slips, the scribal
copies, the published compilations, the contested versions. We need to
return early modern lives to the material forms from which they were
written and in which they were first consumed and interpreted.

Recent critical perspectives have not only insisted on the multiplic-
ities, instabilities, and materialities of texts, they have raised questions
about the critical categories and determinations of genre. Such critical
perspectives open valuably onto the relations between genre and early
modern life writing. For the modern biography that relation appears
untroubled; nothing is more obvious about modern biography than
the stability of its genre and forms, and nothing could be less the
case with early modern life writing. As we have discussed, the very
sites of early modern life writing in prefaces, paratexts, dedications,
and epistles themselves preclude the notion of an established or even
predominant genre of life writing. Early modern readers consumed
lives in and through the texts that we assign to a variety of other
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genres: history, romance, travel narrative, classical translation, hagiog-
raphy, biblical exegesis. Even to discuss the ‘early modern life’, as per-
force we find ourselves doing, is to fix and stabilize forms and modes
that were varied, in flux, indeterminate, and for much of our period
undetermined. At some level this claim may seem surprising. Early
modern publishers, writers, and readers after all spoke and wrote of
‘lives’; they described lives in the language of literary genres—epic and
romance, tragedy and burlesque. They even recognized such sub-genres
as religious lives and royal lives. Yet when we turn to those lives, it is less
their generic fixity than generic multiplicity and instability that strike us.
Foxe’s Lives, for example, could be and was read as martyrology, confes-
sional identity and argument, counsel, providential history, and political
polemic. Are not the lives in Clarendon’s History simultaneously char-
acters, texts of memory, exemplars, sites of ideology, and protagonists of
party? In the case of royal lives, as Paulina Kewes vividly asserts, ‘lives
of princes were located at the intersection of chronicle, political history,
panegyric, martyrology, hagiography, confessional polemic, and other
more ephemeral forms such as ballads, poems, sermons, pageants, and
plays’.6 That Kewes’s list virtually runs the gamut of all early modern
literary forms underlines the myriad of genres within whose forms
early modern lives were imagined, published, and read. If, as seems
the case, generic uncertainty is more a feature of the beginning than
of the end of the seventeenth century we need to ask what drove the
transformation? What purposes did generic openness serve? And how,
subsequently, did generic fixity address new cultural and political cir-
cumstances, new conditions of writing and reading? While the relation
may be difficult precisely to determine, we surely can be in no doubt
that civil war, regicide, and revolution transformed not only the lives
lived through these events but as well all lives written in their shadows.
Surely by the end of this period what begins to be recognizable as
the stable genre ‘biography’ emerged from the political instability of
mid-century.

For all the emergence of a stable genre of biography—and indeed
increasingly of history—Clarendon immediately alerts us to the
interdependences, sometimes tensions, between biography and history.
Today the modern biography—particularly political biography—is as

6 See Ch. 9, p. 187.
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much a ‘times’ as a ‘life’; and today once again historians, no longer in
sympathy with grand structural explanations be they Marxist or Annal-
iste, accord considerable influence to the shaping force of individual
men and women. If today history and biography are inseparable in
the recently theorized field of memory and memorialization, we should
immediately remind ourselves of the self-conscious polemics of memory
in post-civil war England. Memory is of course a fact of all historical
argument—the medieval chronicle, Renaissance antiquities, civic histo-
ries. But in the wake of sectarian division and political contest, history
writing was more obviously, more deliberately deployed for polemical
and partisan purposes. When Andrea Walkden writes of Walton’s Lives
as ‘the guardian of great men after death’, she reminds us of the centrality
of commemoration to Restoration biography.7 Though we read them
as biography, Walton’s and Clarke’s ‘lives’ were conceived and almost
certainly read as texts of collective memory in the service of confessional
and political causes. The polemics of Clarke’s ‘Lives’, Peter Lake shows,
did not depend on the exemplary force of great men. Indeed, at the
centre of Michael McKeon’s argument is the suggestion that by the end
of the seventeenth century the exemplary figure no longer depended on
social greatness or political prominence. Ordinariness itself—common
humanity—now most powerfully spoke to readers. The twenty-first-
century reader immediately recognizes ordinary humanity written into
popular celebrity in countless biographies and cultural histories. But
what we more specifically would suggest is the need to consider the
implications of new forms of exemplarity and life writing for Enlight-
enment conceptions and practices of history.

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

7 See Ch. 15, p. 333.
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public lives. Certainly in the case of such courtiers as the Duke of
Buckingham, not only the public authority but the personal identity
were produced through a series of constructions and performances.
In the theatre of modernity, our own inclination—even desire—is to
believe in an essential self, a core being beneath all roles, all fashioning
and formulation. In Buckingham’s case Alastair Bellany asks whether
there was a ‘real’ self outside representation. He shows how, even if
there were, the duke was defined, and certainly by the end of his life
trapped, by his images and representations.8 Scholars now may be
familiar—wearily familiar—with the concept of self-fashioning; ironi-
cally, however, as biographers we have not embraced in our own writings
of early modern lives the full immersion, in some cases submersion,
of selfhood in representation. Bellany gestures to a new biography in
which the archives of the life are signs, symbols, and mythologies. Even
for lives less obviously theatrical, less insistently represented, modern
biography needs to find greater space for the symbolic and performative
as essentials of the early modern life. Only recently have we begun to
appreciate how the symbolic, the performative, the figured, not only
enriches but in some sense transforms the life of Oliver Cromwell as
read and contested by contemporaries and even as chronicled by us.9

While we urge the full application of the concepts of representation
and self-fashioning to the writing of early modern lives, we must
also allow the critique of a new historicism that has, in emphasiz-
ing the social and secular, underplayed interiority and spirituality.10

Frances Harris, by recovering the courtier Robert Moray’s personal
motto ‘to be rather than to seem’, more broadly challenges a fashion-
able emphasis on image and theatricality: ‘one needs’ Harris insists ‘to
go beyond outward appearance and (mis)representation’.11 While we
would not ourselves fully endorse a scepticism that takes all acts of
representation as misrepresentation, Harris’s corrective is an important
one. Not least because it returns our attention to the interior life, to,

8 Bellany here follows Peter Burke’s pioneering study of the Fabrication of Louis XIV
(New Haven and London, 1992).

9 See Laura Knoppers, Constructing Cromwell : Ceremony, Portrait, and Print, 1645–
1661 (Cambridge, 2000).

10 See esp. Debora Suger, Habits of Thought in the English Renaissance: Religion,
Politics, and the Dominant Culture (Berkeley, 1990).

11 See Ch. 13, p. 288.
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of course, the spiritual, but as well to the affective, the sexual, the
psychological.

Sex and sexuality have of course a prominent place in almost every
modern biography, and not only for commercial reasons. In a post-
Freudian world, it could not be otherwise. Whether or not we have
read Freud, we have interiorized the sexual as the defining condition
of the self: of childhood, development, adult formation, the psyche—
of the life narrated, of the life narrative. Fear of anachronism may have
reinforced earlier moral sensibilities in leading us to elide or subordinate
the sexual in our narrating of early modern lives. In some respects
early modernity itself encourages such subordinations. Rather than a
self fulfilled in copulation, even fornication, the hegemonic discourse
of early modernity is a discourse of self-abnegation and of sexual self-
regulation. Where religious instruction proscribed sex outside marriage
and procreation, neo-stoic philosophy instructed a subjugation of base
appetite to rational soul. We may read these as denials of the self, but
for early modernity the scripts of self-regulation were texts for the full
realization of the rational self. Post-Freudian psychology suggests that
in ubiquitous discourses of self-denial there always lurks a fear of the
overwhelming force of desire; but early modernity itself seems to recog-
nize, if not in psychological language, the powerful—and destructive—
undercurrents of appetite, desire, of the undisciplined body. Scholars
have underscored the prominence of the discourse of the body in
early modernity; we would remark how those discourses fully recog-
nized, even as they sought to regulate, sexuality.12 Because the various
discourses of the body were early modernity’s idioms of sexuality, per-
haps they deserve a greater place in our own narrations of early modern
lives. We could even go further and say that because the discourses of
the body were so ubiquitously public and political, their recovery for
the biographical project makes a significant and a seamless link between
what we distinguish as the private and the public. In the middle of the
seventeenth century, the body and the appetites were the very matter
not only of politics but of political theory and philosophy.

12 For important recent studies, see Jonathan Sawday, The Body Emblazoned : Dis-
section and the Human Body in Renaissance Culture (London, 1995); Michael C.
Schoenfeldt, Bodies and Selves in Early Modern England (Cambridge, 1999); and Gail
K. Paster, Humoring the Body: Emotions and the Shakespearean Stage (Chicago, 2004).
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Hobbes’s new theory of state, as we know, was founded upon a
recognition of appetites; what has been less remarked is how profound
were the implications of Hobbes’s naturalizing of the appetites for early
modern sexuality. There can be little doubt that the figure of Hobbes
lies behind the full expression and publication of sex and sexuality in
the Restoration, or that Restoration lives on the stage, at court, indeed
in St James’s Park, in poetry, print, and portrait were fully lives of
sexual appetite and desire.13 Julia Alexander demonstrates that sex and
sexuality have a newly, a recognizably modern, place in the lives of
Restoration subjects, and most especially Restoration women. While
we have appreciated this for Castlemaine and Nell Gwynn, we need
more fully to acknowledge and to psychologize the sexual in narrating
Restoration lives.14

Frances Harris’s recent and rich study of John Evelyn and Margaret
Godolphin counsels not to conceive Restoration sexuality too narrowly,
for as well as the blatant and the pornographic, Restoration sexuality
embraced the erotic and affective in public as well as private lives.15

In this collection, Harris’s portrait of Robert Moray discloses, some-
what surprisingly, the degree to which the life of the senior public
servant, Presbyterian gentleman, founding member of the Royal Society,
scientist and alchemist, makes little sense without a centring of the
amorous and affective. Moray’s emblem ‘agape’ announces his own
conception of a life with love, in the broadest sense of that word, at the
centre of identity. In Moray’s case the archive—although previously
underexplored—fully opens the affective dimension. In the case of
Pepys, though the sexual life has long been apparent, scholars have
now begun to explicate the full force of the affective in the life of a
highly placed civil servant.16 Even where we lack such rich archival
resources of extensive personal memoirs and diaries, we must not lose
sight of the affective dimension; and in the case of apparently colourless

13 For Hobbes’s influence on Rochester, see Warren Chernaik, Sexual Freedom in
Restoration Literature (Cambridge, 1995), ch. 1, ‘Hobbes and the Libertines’; James
Grantham Turner, Libertines and Radicals in Early Modern London: Sexuality, Politics and
Literary Culture, 1630–85 (Cambridge, 2002).

14 See James Grantham Turner, ‘Pepys and the Private Parts of Monarchy’, in Gerald
MacLean (ed.), Culture and Society in the Stuart Restoration (Cambridge, 1995), 95–110.

15 Harris, Transformations of Love: The Friendship of John Evelyn and Margaret Godol-
phin (Oxford, 2002).

16 See Claire Tomalin, Samuel Pepys, The Unequalled Self (New York, 2002).
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bureaucrats we must retain a sense of the force of the affective in a
Restoration culture more than ever inflected by the affective no less
than the sexual. In writing the affective life, even when the archives
are extensive, explication demands empathies and imaginings; when
the archive is silent perhaps we should not entirely resist ‘emotional
speculations’.17

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

17 See Ch. 5, p. 101.
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Lady Anne Clifford forged both an identity and public authority from
acts of representation—reading, writing, narrating her own life.18 It
is such sites in which women wrote themselves and lived their own
lives that draw our critical attention as biographers. Annabel Patterson
rereads the life of Elizabeth Cary not only as a biographical form but as
a text of the processes through which an early modern woman crafted
her familial and social relations, her identity, her very self. Reading and
rereading between the lines of this life, Patterson allows us to hear a
distinct female voice and to glimpse a highly individual female life. Early
modern women’s lives were defined by, lived within, not only spheres
but also what we categorize and they recognized as genres. As Patterson
observes, the sponsoring institutions of life writing—the church, the
university—were male domains. Though we have not yet fully explored
the subject, there can be little doubt that changes in women’s lives, both
lived and written, were mapped and enabled in the history of early
modern genres. Protestantism, still more religious radicalism, opened
new genres and spaces for female biography and autobiography. And as
the ubiquitous male complaint long evidenced, the romance was a site
within which and out of which female identity—often transgressive—
was formed. In the Restoration there was an obvious broadening of
generic opportunity which is inseparable from the emergence of women
into public life and publicity. Obviously, infamously, the stage, but also
the portrait, the public park, became not only genres and sites for new
representations of females, but female spaces and geographies, and not
least of a highly erotic and explicitly sexual character. In any narrative of
the relations of genre and gender we turn naturally to the emergence of
the novel, not least because contemporaries worried those relations. For
the novel was not only anxiously regarded as licensing, emancipating,
dangerous femininities, it was suspected as the solvent of masculinity
and of gender difference itself. The novel provides a new script for the
representation of female lives, but perhaps more importantly it fashions
new modes of writing and reading, that is to say, experiencing, female
lives—all readers’ lives.

18 G. Parry, ‘The Great Portrait of Lady Anne Clifford’, in D. Howardth (ed.), Art
and Patronage at the Caroline Court (Cambridge, 1993), 202–19; M. E. Lamb, ‘The
Agency of the Split Subject: Lady Anne Clifford and the Uses of Reading’, English Literary
Renaissance 12 (1992), 347–68; Barbara K. Lewalski, Writing Women in Jacobean England
(Cambridge, Mass., 1993), ch. 5.
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The history of the novel is not only intertwined with the cultural and
social histories of the late seventeenth century, but with architectures of
the mind, with the emergence of a new psychology of the self.19 And
as historians of the novel have observed, the emergence of the form
cannot be separated from the foundation of what we would recognize
as the field of psychology and in particular with the determining force
of childhood and with the concept of development. The moment of the
novel and Lockean psychology are historically specific and mark the end
of our period and perhaps of early modernity. Yet, today, as historians,
as literary critics, as students of the human sciences, we cannot deny
the powerful impulse, the need, to identify psychological affinities with
the subjects of early modernity, to, in the words of Paul Johnson’s life
of Elizabeth, know our subject ‘with a fair degree of intimacy’.20 The
question then poses itself: are we able to interpret and write an early
modern history and biography which incorporates the psychological
without the cardinal sin of anachronism?

While early modernity was obviously not concerned with develop-
mental psychology and the emotional dynamics of early childhood,
Renaissance culture was deeply concerned with the lives, the train-
ing, the formation and regulation of youth.21 Humanist pedagogy was
directed not only to learning but to the shaping of spiritual, moral,
and civic lives. The modern sensibility finds in pedagogic manuals and
habits not only the texts of instruction but disciplinary practices and
discourses which undoubtedly spoke to the erotics of early modern edu-
cation.22 Nor are the erotics of what we would categorize as adolescence
entirely absent from the texts and archives of early modern life. We
are familiar with the story of Elizabeth’s adolescent encounter with her

19 Michael McKeon, The Origins of the English Novel 1600–1740 (Baltimore, 1987);
John Bender, Imagining The Penitentiary: Fiction and the Architecture of Mind in
Eighteenth-Century England (Chicago, 1987); see also, now, McKeon, The Secret History
of Domesticity: Public, Private, and the Division of Knowledge (Baltimore, 2005).

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

21 See Philippe Aries’s classic study, Centuries of Childhood : A Social History of Family
Life (New York, 1962); and, more recently, I. Ben-Amos, Adolescence and Youth in Early
Modern England (New Haven and London, 1994), and Matthew Harkins, ‘Poetics of
Youth in Early Modern England’, unpublished Ph.D. thesis, Washington University in
St Louis (2003).

22 See Alan Stewart, Close Readers: Humanism and Sodomy in Early Modern England
(Princeton, 1997).
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guardian and kinsman Lord Admiral Thomas Seymour; but in the main,
historians and biographers have moved swiftly and even embarrassedly
over the archival hints of what we would unquestionably call abuse. By
laying aside the discomforts not only of adult and improper male desire,
still more the sexual infatuation of an adolescent girl and princess,
Marcus opens a psychological dimension of life critical to history and
biography.

Our modern sensitivities to the psychologies of childhood sexuality,
abuse, and paedophilia may open further historical and biographical
subjects. A recent rereading of a poet at the heart of the early modern
literary canon exposes an Andrew Marvell that we could not have
imagined let alone written a decade ago. While we have long if nervously
acknowledged the children in Marvell’s poetry and imagination, it is
the modern diagnosis of paedophilia that brings out the full and illicit
powers of that attraction. And beyond that, we can now suspect and
in the psychological as well as critical sense analyse the traces of child-
hood trauma and even abuse in that hitherto impenetrable lyric, The
unfortunate Lover, in which Marvell imagines and perhaps discloses the
history of a life, his own biography.23 Such enquiry surely opens other
texts, most especially fictions, to the discovery of elisions and repressions
which are fundamental to the life, if not as obviously to early modern
life writing. We need in other words to lay aside our discomforts—
perhaps our own repressions and elisions—in order fully to understand
the desires and traumas that determined early modern lives no less than
our own.

Though the modern sensibility locates the psychological first and
foremost in the sexual, for early modernity it was spiritual desire and
anxiety that was at the heart of selfhood. Frances Harris cautions a
modern biographer saturated in secularism that ‘where we are preoc-
cupied with the self, they were with the soul’.24 Harris’s axiom neatly
summarizes for us entire literatures and discourses—sermons, spiritual
guides, homilies—that urge the surrender of self, the giving of the life

23 See Derek Hirst and Steven Zwicker, ‘Eros and Abuse: Imagining Andrew Marvell’,
ELH 74 (2007), 371–95.

24 See Ch. 13, p. 290. Quite appositely McKeon, writing of the very end of our
period, reverses this formula, observing ‘The gradual replacement of “soul”—by “self ”—
terms over the span of this period’, as well as ‘the growth of both secularization and the
sociological imagination’, p. 349 of the present volume.
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to God and to others. Further, the reference to soul underscores the
entirely different temporality in which the life was lived, and an entirely
different narrative of its writing. Modern biography of course frames
life narrative between the historical moments of birth and death. The
religious life, by contrast, has its origins in considerations of the first
man and woman, of the fall, of original sin, of infant innocence; its
terminus is not of course the death of the body but the translation of
the soul and the life fulfilled in a return to the Lord’s embrace. The
afterlife, which only occasionally features in the modern biography as
an epilogue of reputation, of historical and social memory, was for
the early modern life anything but an appendix. The afterlife was the
realization of the life—what gave the life its meaning. Though of course
historians and biographers have fully charted denominational histories
and spiritual lives, it may be that the modern biographical form of
narrative as well as our scepticism and secularism accord too little place
to the obsession with the hereafter as a determining force in the early
modern life. And yet the contrast of selves and souls may separate what
contemporaries experienced and often disturbingly as integral. For all
the literatures of self-subordination, the discourses of self-righteousness,
spiritual ambition, and pride inhabit early modern texts from the pulpit
to the stage. The ubiquitous recognition and satirizing of hypocrisy
evidences a deep concern that the spiritual was all too often the worldly.
The tensions between the secular and the sacred need to be brought to
the fore in our writing of all early modern lives.

In the case of rulers, we have histories and biographies that compre-
hend the sacred and secular, the history of kings and queens as heads of
church and state. What we have inadequately interrogated is the early
modern configuring of the secular and sacred in rule and the person
of the ruler. Ernst Kantorowitz’s famous explication of the theory of
the king’s two bodies has rightly influenced our histories of political
thought and in some measure political practice. But this concept has
seldom driven or even much informed the narration of early modern
royal life.25 And yet almost all early modern monarchs drew attention
to their corporeal and spiritual bodies and selves in public addresses
but more revealingly in poems, portraits, and prayers. When James II’s

25 E. H. Kantorowicz, The King’s Two Bodies: A Study in Medieval Political Theology
(Princeton, 1957).
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devotions have been discussed at all, they have been treated as a text
of Whig and Jacobite polemic; they surely invite rereading as a text
of intense personal spirituality, of complex psychology and fractured
subjectivity. For James II as for Charles I we have spiritual memoirs that
can be opened as biography; what we might recognize is that a myriad
of spiritual discourses open not simply onto the spiritual but onto all
the dimensions of the life less familiar to us as the spiritual.

Religious histories and biographies have understandably been written
as the stories of confession and denomination; we familiarly describe in
titles and subtitles early modern English men and women as Anglican,
Calvinist, Puritan; we might note in passing that only recently has
historical and biographical attention been given to the Catholic lives
subordinated by confessional polemic.26 Such denominational termi-
nology serves the needs of religious history and even of straightforward
biographical description; what we would urge is a deeper consideration
of the relation between confessional identity and the full contours of
the self. The theological and liturgical differences between Catholic
and Protestant have defined religious history in early modern as in our
own histories. But what did it mean to inhabit soteriological systems,
to interiorize the different scripts of salvation and damnation, to live
the spiritual life according to the different prescriptions of works and
grace? The few experiments in the psychobiography of spiritual figures
have perhaps understandably deterred scholars from a full psychology
of the spiritual life, but the ubiquitous literature of spiritual anxiety
and struggle has not been accorded its full place in the life of character,
of the formation of the whole personality.27 Though contemporaries

26 For the principal works on the recovery of Catholic history see J. Bossy, The
English Catholic Community 1570–1850 (Oxford, 1975); C. Haigh, Reformation and
Resistance in Tudor Lancashire (Cambridge, 1975); C. Haigh, English Reformations
(Oxford, 1993); E. Duffy, The Stripping of the Altars (New Haven and London, 1992);
M. Questier, Catholicism and Community in Early Modern England: Politics, Aristocratic
Patronage and Religion, c. 1550–1640 (Cambridge, 2006); P. Lake, The Antichrist’s
Lewd Hat: Protestants, Papists and Players in Post-Reformation England (New Haven and
London, 2002); Alison Shell, Catholicism, Controversy and the English Literary Imagina-
tion (Cambridge, 1999); Arthur Marotti, Religious Identity and Cultural Fantasy: Catholic
and Anti-Catholic Discourses in Early Modern England (Notre Dame, Ind., 2005); Frances
Dolan, Whores of Babylon: Catholicism, Gender and Seventeenth Century Culture (Ithaca,
NY, 1999).

27 See, most famously, Erik Erikson’s controversial biography of Luther, Young Man
Luther (New York, 1958).
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and modern scholars have often written religious lives as the stories of
spiritual companionship and community, attention to all the tremors of
the spirit may help to illuminate the particular and individual spiritual
experience. Once we recognize that early modern spiritual texts are texts
not only of the devotional life, it is important to acknowledge that texts
of spirituality should not be confined by denomination—the Protestant,
the Puritan, the Catholic. The texts and conceptions of what have often
been deemed spiritual esoterica—the cabalistic, the neoplatonic, the
Hermetic—must be, as the case of Moray demonstrates, integrated into
the entire life, and into the writing of that life.

The early modern life as we have seen was, above all, a site of exem-
plarity, and written for use. In any divided culture, however, notions
of exemplarity and perceptions of use are inevitably matters of debate,
contest, and division. There is no doubting the consequences of Refor-
mation for life writing as for all literary forms in early modern England.
In Protestant and Catholic martyrologies, in spiritual biographies, in
scaffold life narratives, in wills and testaments, spiritual struggles as
well as identities were forged and published. The Reformation was
the impetus for collective biography and individual lives which were
written, circulated, often printed, not only as exemplary models but
also as confessional polemic. If sixteenth-century lives were written in
the wake of Reformation fractures, how much more obviously and
powerfully did political division across the seventeenth century define
and drive the imagining and writing of the life. Most obviously civil
war, republic, restoration, and revolution wrote and were written by
biographical narratives: the lives of heroes, political martyrs and traitors,
protagonists for lofty principles or good old cause. Even after military
contest in civil war was subdued by the temporary stabilities of Restora-
tion, life writing remained central to continuing polemical warfare. As
Andrea Walkden remarks, ‘the life narrative [is] the battleground of the
Restoration’.28 Civil war and revolution not only and inevitably wrote
and rewrote lives as texts of party and cause, they fashioned a desire,
an appetite and market for lives, old and new, a market which printers
and publishers rushed to satisfy. As well as the established figures of
government and court, warfare and republican experiment brought to
the fore as subjects a new cast of characters—brilliant parliamentary

28 See Ch. 15, p. 335.
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generals, cavalier heroes, charismatic preachers. Such figures became the
subjects of life narration and representation in print, in portrait, in
engraving and woodcut, on medal, in memento, in verse and ballad.
The life of Cromwell—a hitherto obscure provincial gentleman—is
only the most obvious example of a public life represented, indeed
created, in civil contest; in the cases of Henry Ireton, Charles Fleetwood,
Colonel Wildman, James Naylor, the most obscure and lowly figures
became the subjects of fame and infamy.

During the 1640s and 1650s lives, old and new, were not only written
in and for the new demands of a public sphere; the commerce of print
was everywhere embedded in partisanship and conflict. Though scholars
have yet fully to interrogate the ideological identities and relations of
publishers, printers, and parties, there can be little doubt that certain
publishing houses were deeply identified with positions and causes;
Quakers, Ranters, and Levellers had identifiable printing houses; it was
in fact printers and publishers who created their communal identities,
their public lives.29 Less obviously, less tangibly, in his various editions
of cavalier poets—Carew and Lovelace for example—Humphrey Mose-
ley surely sought not only to form a literary canon but, while chasing a
profit, to summon poetry and poets to the banner of ideology. The civil
war rendered the literary edition a site of polemic and partisanship, and
for the rest of this century the editing and publishing of literary as much
as political lives was everywhere marked by ideology and difference.
As Blair Worden demonstrated, John Toland’s edition of the life of
Edmund Ludlow erased religious radicalism to highlight republican
sympathies in the service of Whig polemics.30 Toland is more famous
of course as one of the first editors and biographers of John Milton; but
as Corns’s survey of the early lives makes clear, Toland’s design was to
publicize a Milton of consistent republican commitments at the expense
of the lives of spirit and scandal. Out of past political contest editors

29 See e.g. Joad Raymond, Pamphlets and Pamphleteering in Early Modern Britain
(Cambridge, 2003), 234–47; John Barnard, ‘London Publishing, 1640–1660’, Book
History 4 (2001), 1–16; Keith L. Sprunger, Trumpets from the Tower: English Puritan
Printing in the Netherlands 1600–1640 (Leiden, 1994); and Katherine Van Eerde,
‘Robert Waldegrave: The Printer as Agent and Link between Sixteenth-Century England
and Scotland’, Renaissance Quarterly 34 (1981).

30 Edmund Ludlow, A Voyce From the Watch Tower, ed. A. B. Worden (London,
1978); and Blair Worden, Roundhead Reputations: The English Civil War and the Passions
of Posterity (2001), 21–121.
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such as Toland wrote and rewrote histories and lives as new models
of exemplarity and for the new conditions of the politics of party. In
these conditions of partisanship the acts of memorializing and com-
memorating lives were often written and likely to be read as polemic;
acts of recollecting and re-presenting lives rewrote them in ways that
often rendered the life quite other than originally written or lived.
Elizabeth I, for example, might have happily embraced her Anglican
afterlife, but surely would have been horrified by being memorialized
as champion of international Calvinism, still more of Whig politics.31

In the case of Charles I, from the moment of regicide and self-scripting
the life was everywhere appropriated and rewritten; indeed, in serving
myriad polemic ends the complexities of the life were subsumed in
the typologies of saint and martyr, heretic and sinner.32 Ironically, as
rewritten by Restoration and revolutionary polemic, the lives of Charles
I appear to have lost the intricacies of an interior life which was the
essence of the Eikon Basilike.

We would not wish to argue, however, that the polemics of Restora-
tion life writing are confined to the public and social, the external life.
Nor was a Restoration fascination with the interior a business only of
the lives of faith and spirit. In Restoration life writing as in Restoration
culture, we can hardly avoid a contemporary fascination, an obsession,
even a prurient engagement with the most intimate aspects of aristo-
cratic and public lives. Lely’s portraits of female aristocrats and courtiers
disclose an interior and sexual life not obvious in the canvases of his
great predecessor, Van Dyck.33 No student can read Poems on Affairs
of State without everywhere encountering the most intimate details of
lives once veiled and proscribed as arcana imperii. Late seventeenth-
century readers both demanded and secured an unprecedented access
to the privacies and interiorities of lives of state and stage, even of the
king himself. As mention of the king reminds us, Charles II responded
to, even encouraged, such access to intimacy for his own purposes in

31 See J. Watkins, Representing Elizabeth in Stuart England: Literature, History, Sov-
ereignty (Cambridge, 2002); J. Walker, The Elizabethan Icon, 1603–2003 (Basingstoke,
2004); M. Dobson and N. J. Watson, England’s Elizabeth: An Afterlife in Fame and
Fantasy (Oxford, 2002); J. Lynch, The Age of Elizabeth in the Age of Johnson (Cambridge,
2003).

32 See See A. Lacey, The Cult of King Charles the Martyr (Woodbridge, 2003).
33 See Catharine McLeod and Julia Marciari Alexander (eds.), Painted Ladies (New

Haven and London, 2001).
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the representation and scripting of his story. He was notorious for
the publicity and publication of the often lurid details of his private
affairs. As we have begun to appreciate, however, such acts of sexual
self-publication may have been tactical as well as self-indulgent; and in
the case of the narrations of his escape from the Battle of Worcester,
intimacy, humanity, even vulnerability were deployed and published
as personal virtues and qualities of rule.34 Though unprecedented in
their preoccupation with Charles’s vulnerability and humanity, early
narrations were popular not only as printed lives, but as songs, ballads,
and symbols. Charles II is by no means the only example of the inti-
macies and commonalities of the royal life. In the 1680s there was a
vogue for stories of Henry VIII as the companion of a humble cobbler
and for romances of Elizabeth’s amorous and personal life, a vogue
which extends to the genre of the secret histories, which came into huge
popularity by the end of this century.35 All these genres of lives gave
unprecedented access to arenas hitherto intimate and private; though
their relation to the broader stories of politics and ideology have yet to
be plotted, there can be little doubt that the publication of intimacy
was itself part of the narrative of revolutionary politics, and even of the
larger processes of demystification and democracy.

In Michael McKeon’s formulation, we are presented with the exem-
plary life itself as it shifts from a focus on greatness to the celebration and

34 K. Sharpe, ‘ “Thy Longing Country’s Darling and Desire”: Aesthetics, Sex and
Politics in the England of Charles II’, in J. M. Alexander and C. Macleod (eds.), Politics,
Transgression and Representation at the Court of Charles II (New Haven and London,
2007); A. M. Broadley, The Royal Miracle: A Collection of Rare Tracts, Broadsides, Letters,
Prints and Ballads Concerning the Wanderings of Charles II After the Battle of Worcester
(1912); M. Williams (ed.), Charles II’s Escape from Worcester: A Collection of Narratives
Assembled by Samuel Pepys (1967). See B. Weiser, ‘Owning the King’s Story: The Escape
from Worcester’, Seventeenth Century 14 (1999), 43–62.

35 The Pleasant and Delightful History of King Henry 8th. and a Cobler Relating How
He Came Acquainted with the Cobler (P2530, ?1670); The Cobler Turned Courtier Being
a Pleasant Humour between King Henry the Eight and a Cobbler (C4782, 1680). There
were many variant editions of The History of the King and the Cobbler, some in two parts,
published in the eighteenth century. For Elizabeth, see e.g. The Novels of Elizabeth Queen
of England (Wing A4221, 1680); The History of the Most Renowned Queen Elizabeth,
and her Great Favourite, the Earl of Essex In two parts. A Romance (Wing H2173, 1700);
The Secret History of the Duke of Alencon and Q. Elizabeth A True History (Wing S2341,
1691). For recent work on the ‘secret history’ genre, see McKeon, The Secret History of
Domesticity, 469–505, and Annabel Patterson, ‘A Restoration Suetonius: A New Marvell
Text?’ MLQ 61 (2000), 463–80.
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publication of ordinariness, of the common man. McKeon finds in the
rise of empiricism, the scientific revolution, and the ‘sociological imag-
ination’36 the origins of new forms of imagining and writing lives—
most signally the emergence of the novel with its new modes of virtual
exemplarity and its new picaresque heroes and heroines. What we might
also emphasize is the politics of these developments and transactions.
‘The valorization of interiority’37 in the figuring of all lives, the turn
from greatness to common exemplarity, is unquestionably related to a
Restoration unsettling of traditional structures of authority and hierar-
chy. Even aristocratic life, by the early eighteenth century, begins to be
depicted less as removed greatness and privilege than as life lived not
only within but across the socialities and social arrangements of order
and class. The conversation piece—the favoured genre of aristocratic
self-portraiture—was unquestionably a site of status and privilege, but
status and privilege now presented not only as intimate and familiar
but even accessible and inclusive. By the time of Queen Anne, the royal
portrait—the very mode of iconicity and mystery—has become domes-
tic, bourgeois, almost ordinary.38 These demystified portraits have of
course their own politics which in celebrating ordinariness and shared
humanity construct new bonds of affectivity between rulers and subjects
in ways that gesture to the familiar images of our own monarchs, prime
ministers, and presidents. On canvas as in the novel, even the life of
greatness has begun to be written as the ordinary life.

The common life identified by Michael McKeon is not only common
in our sense of humble or lowly; it is common also in the sense of
communal and shared. This may seem, if not a pious, a forlorn hope
in an age that we have described as riven by difference and partisanship
rather than defined by community and affinity. In fact rather than a
disjuncture we identify a relation—a history—between the rage of party
and quest for community and common humanity which fashioned
the exemplary lives of the novel. It should not surprise us that after
half a century of bitter conflict in which the discomforts of necessary
allegiance troubled the careers and lives of so many public and literary

36 See Ch. 16, p. 349. 37 See Ch. 16, p. 341.
38 Toni Bowers, The Politics of Motherhood: British Literature and Culture (Cambridge,

1996); S. Schama, ‘The Domestication of Majesty: Royal Family Portraiture, 1500–
1800’, in R. Rotberg and T. Rabb (eds.), Art and History: Images and their Meaning
(Cambridge, 1988), 155–83.
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figures, contemporaries yearned for at least the illusion of community.
That quest for harmonious coexistence has been told as the history
of politeness and latterly as the forging of a common identity, that of
Britons.39 Do we not also detect the desire for pacification and commu-
nity in new modes of life writing, and not only in the lives represented
by fiction but as well in the new communities of readers fashioned by the
form.40 Whether written to underpin political causes and commitments
or to deny or temper bitter partisanship, late seventeenth-century lives
were formed by and within, and gave definition and expression to,
human needs, social formations, and ideology.

Reflections on the end of our period inevitably lead us to review the
processes and histories out of which biography emerged in late early
modernity. We have briefly discussed within the broad and continuous
category of exemplarity changes in the writing of lives as models of
spirituality and civic virtue. We have argued—for all the continuing
lability of the modes and forms of life writing—some increasing self-
confidence within the form itself, a settling of locales and designs of the
‘life’—that is a more clearly articulated sense of the project of biography.
Unsurprisingly such emerging self-confidence and self-consciousness we
have plotted in the history of genre: in the story of the clear publication
and recognition of the life as a literary genre. In the case of a figure like
John Dryden, the engagement with and the writing of biography is for
the first time integral to the literary career, not only as a literary mode
itself but for him a necessary site of self-reflection. The histories that we
are tracing are not simply literary: the shifting forms of life writing and
the emergence of biography must be told as part of economic and social
history—of aristocratic patronage and clientage, of expanding literacy,
of the commerce of print, of the development of urban and urbane
lives. And finally we have urged the full situating of lives in all the high
political narratives of early modern reformations and revolutions, in all
ideological narratives. We would argue that the further exploration of
such narratives—especially brought into conversation and play with one
another—will unfold new perspectives and insights into the exchange
between lives and histories. However, what most characterizes the essays

39 See Colley, Britons.
40 See Zwicker, ‘The Constitution of Opinion and the Pacification of Reading’,

in Sharpe and Zwicker (eds.), Reading, Society and Politics in Early Modern England
(Cambridge, 2003), 295–316.


