
E M I N E N T V I C T O R I A N S A N D 

R . E . L E E : A C A S E S T U D Y 
V 

I N C O N T R A S T S 

R O B E R T P A R T I N 

Since the end of the First World War, biography has flourished as nev­
er before in history. During this period almost twenty-five thousand bi­
ographies were published in America. ^ The influence of this boom has 
been twofold: On the one hand, it has immeasurably enriched biography — 
made it "indeed a house of many mansions"; for these works were of every 
conceivable type: biographies long and short, interpretative and narrative, 
eulogistic and defamatory, pure and impure, scholarly and superficial, and 
about "heroes and villains of every hue. " On the other hand, the boom has 
made of "Biographical literature. . . a maze, without a plan. "2 This literary 
maze has often been covered by a fog of confusion. Literary cults and bio­
graphical schools—by dogmatically proclaiming and aggressively defending 
their pet theories and practices—have distorted truth, destroyed values, 
and confounded the confusion which inevitably accompanied so large and so 
varied a literature. ** 

When such confusion beclouds any branch of li terature, it is proper for 
the students of that literature to concern themselves with the problem; and 
it is the purpose of this paper to examine the biography of this period and 
to suggest possible ways of lessening the confusion. For this study, all 
biographies are divided into two classes:, the "new" revolutionary, interpre­
tative, debunking "sketches" which flourished from 1918 to 1932, and the 
"post-new" counter-revolutionary, full character-portrayal, long biography 
which has dominated the field since 1932. 4 For careful study, only two bi ­
ographies have been selected: from the "new" biography, Lytton Strachey's 
Eminent Victorians, and from the "post-new, " Douglas Southall Freeman's 
R. E. LeeT^ 

The selection of two from thousands of biographies is justified on the 
ground that these works are not only the most characteristic biographies of 
their respective schools, but also two of the most important biographies of 
the twentieth century. At any rate, these two works—poles apart in all im­
portant respects—furnish an interesting case study in contrast of all the 
factors and influences which have made biography of the last forty years so 
rich yet so confusing. 

The most obvious difference in the two works is that of size. Eminent 
Victorians, the biography of four prominent individuals, is one slim volume, 
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containing only 351 pages; R. E. Lee, the life of a single individual, runs 
to four fat volumes, containing 2421 pages. "Cardinal Manning," the long­
est of Strachey's four sketches, contains only 131 pages; and "Dr. Arnold, " 
the shortest, contains only 36 pages. That i s , Freeman's work is almost 
seven times as long as Strachey's; and the life of Lee is more than eight­
een times the length of Strachey's longest sketch and almost seventy times 
the length of the shortest. 

These differences in length are indicative of the fundamental differences 
in the works. Strachey's work is short because his concept of biography 
was narrow and his method highly selective; Freeman's work is long be­
cause his concept of biography was broad and his method exhaustive. 

For Strachey biography was first of all an art . But not only was biog­
raphy an art, it was to him "the most delicate and humane of all the branches 
of the art of writing, " an art which he proposed to rescue from the Victori­
an panegyrists and scrupulous narra tors . He aimed to replace "those two 
fat volumes.. . of tedious panegyric" with his own artistic sketch. 6 And be­
cause Strachey was first of all an artist, his masterpiece is first of all a 
work of art and not a scientific history. 

Strachey's conception of the biographer as a historian and the histori­
cal methods which he employed in writing Eminent Victorians are made 
clear in his famous preface: 

For ignorance is the first requisite of the historian.. . . 
It is not by direct method of a scrupulous narration that the 
explorer of the past can hope to depict that singular epoch. 
If he is wise, he will adopt a subtler strategy. . . . He will 
row out over that great ocean of material and lower down 
into it, here and there a little bucket, which will bring up to 
the light of day some characteristic specimen, from those 
far depths, to be examined with a careful curiosity. 

In the passage above, the author of Eminent Victorians makes it plain 
that he will not t ire himself with research or overwhelm the reader with 
historical facts. He also makes plain his method of appraising historical 
items. He is going to use, he tells us, "certain fragments of truth which 
took my fancy and lay to my hand. " For Strachey, the first duty of a biog­
rapher was "To p r e s e r v e . . . a becoming brevity.. . . " 8 

Strachey openly displayed his scorn of research and the trappings of the 
historian's craft: there is not a footnote in the book, and the bibliographies 
are short indeed. Perhaps Strachey was, as his ardent admirers claimed, 
a profound scholar; but any rapidly reading graduate student should be able 
to read his references on Manning in less than a month and those on Arnold 
in less than a week. 

As implied in the preface and made clear in the body of the work, Stra­
chey's method was highly selective. Actually, before beginning Eminent 
Victorians (this too is implied in the preface and made clear in the body of 
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the work) Strachey drew a "straight-jacket design" and then selected sub­
jects and "specimens" of their lives to fit his "Procrustean" plan, reject­
ing everything which did not take his fancy. And that which most often 
caught his fancy was "the colorful, the exotic, the eccentric. "9 

If Strachey did not employ the historical method, what method did he 
use ? The answer is the psychological. Through psychological interpreta­
tion the biographer revealed what was not in the record. He did this by 
putting words into the mouth, thoughts into the mind, and hidden motives 
into the actions of his subject. Strachey was wiser and more restrained in 
the use of psychology than many of his disciples, but he is responsible for 
its wide use and misuse. His psychological method, like so much else in 
his art, suffered from narrowness; for, as one critic put it, "His psychol­
ogy is a psychology of humors, all of character types etched with deepening 
bite around a few strongly defined traits . " 1 0 

Within these narrow limits which Strachey deliberately set for himself, 
he was a master. He was a master of design, selection, arrangement, and 
above all, a master of style. His style has been described as one containing 
"mingled elegance and vitality" and "made exhilarating by the continuous 
sparkle of an impish and adroit irony. " It has also been credited with pos­
sessing "the virtues of classicism : clarity, balance, concision."1 1 Stra­
chey's place as an artistic biographer has been cogently summarized by 
Andre Maurois: "Mr. Strachey. . .has the power of presenting his material 
in a perfect art form, and it is this form which is for him the first essen­
tial. " Maurois also referred to Strachey's artistic creations as "exquisite­
ly ironic terra-cottas. " 1 2 

On the contrary, Freeman was first of all a historian. His biographi­
cal philosophy and method was in every way the opposite of Strachey's "ig­
norance is the first requisite of the historian" concept and his "little bucket" 
dipping techniques. -^ in his research, he employed the "industry of a 
Ranke"; and, in his writing, he employed "the direct method of scrupulous 
narration, " filling the work with "the rich abundance of his i tems" and all 
but overwhelming the reader with footnotes, appendixes and bibliographies. 
He spent twenty years in the preparation of his R. E. L e e . 1 4 Certainly for 
Douglas Southall Freeman "brevity" was not "the first duty of the biog-
pher ." 

Freeman too was a great artist. But his art he employed only after he 
had, with a scientist's skill and patience, uncovered the facts, all the facts 
to be found. His art pattern was in a broad sense an outgrowth of his histor­
ical methods; and it was not rigid but elastic—elastic enough to allow the 
original plan of R. E. Lee to grow from one to four volumes. Because 
Freeman's four volumes are nearly twenty-five hundred pages in length, 
many readers have overlooked "the moving beauty" of the work. ^ 

Freeman's artistry consists of strong, beautiful, appropriate words; 
long resonant sentences; a richness of details; smooth flowing transitional 
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passages; excellent descriptions of moving and dramatic scenes; the s e ­
lection and arrangement of materials; and in beautiful interpretative writ­
ing as, for example, "The Pattern of Life" at the end of Volume IV. The 
practice of keeping the reader always at Lee's side during the war serves 
to give the work an artistic uni ty . 1 6 But it was Freeman1 s style that made 
R. E. Lee an artistic masterpiece. Not only did his admirers describe it 
in glowing terms, but even his bitterest critic, Professor T. Harry Wil­
liams, twenty years after its publication, wrote: "First in any listing of 
Freeman1 s virtues must be his literary style. Here was a historian who 
knew how to write. His pages are marked by grace, clarity, and elo­
quence. " 1 7 

If Strachey's sketches in Eminent Victorians are best described as ex­
quisite ironic terra-cottas, Freeman's R. E. Lee is best described as a 
magnificent Gothic cathedral. Both works are masterpieces of artistic bi­
ography and, as such, deserve to be placed among the great biographies 
of all time. But there was also a deep moral purpose behind Strachey1 s 
brilliant but bitter sketches and FreemanTs stately monumental narrative. 

Although Strachey denied, in his famous preface, that he had any "ul­
terior intentions" in writing the book, his spiritual aims are obvious to any 
one who studies the man and his work. ^ 

Strachey not only hated the Victorians because they produced fat tedious 
volumes of biography; he hated them because, he believed, their hypocrisy, 
self-seeking, and muddled-headed emotionalism were responsible for bring­
ing on the First World War. ^ He also believed that if he did not destroy 
them and their whole way of life they would destroy him and his own "lofty 
ideals. " Therefore, his major moral aim in writing Eminent Victorians 
was the complete destruction of the Victorian way of life and its replace­
ment by his own "idealistic world"—a world of "Voltairianism. " 2 0 

Freeman1 s moral purpose was, if we may judge his purpose by what he 
did, to prove the truth of the Robert E. Lee legend and by proving it true to 
glorify the whole Victorian way of life. At least, his aim was to prove the 
moral superiority of those Victorian traits of character of which Lee was 
the noblest symbol. Certainly among the major moral purposes of F ree ­
m a n ^ efforts was the attempt to show in Lee1 s life "a triumph of character 
over catastrophe. " 2 1 

In a word, Eminent Victorians was a work of disillusionment and hate, 
in which Strachey was out to destroy his four subjects;22 R. E. Lee was a 
work of admiration and love in which Freeman's ultimate purpose, if not 
his preconceived one, was to show the actual Lee greater than the heroic 
legendary Lee. 2** 

How could these contemporary writers use biography—the historical 
facts of the lives of Victorians—for the accomplishment of antithetical mor ­
al purposes? Strachey and Freeman achieved their purposes through selec­
tion. 
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In order to achieve his devastating purpose, Strachey had to choose 
suitable characters, characters with both heroic and ridiculous elements in 
their lives. He chose four eminent Victorians, each of whom, like General 
Gordon, was "a contradictious person—even a little off his head, perhaps, 
though a hero. "^4 He gave all four the ice and acid treatment. He employed 
his famous ironic method with TTan adroit mingling of contempt and comedy,rr 

and throughout the work he assumed a false air of scientific objectivity. ^5 

Having marked the Victorian Age for destruction and having selected 
the method and the human ''specimen'1 to be used in its accomplishment, 
Strachey proceeded to dip out and use those "little buckets" of materials 
which fitted his narrow design; that is , material which revealed the ridicu­
lous or evil side of his subjects. And Strachey, as one of his admirers r e ­
cently wrote, "had a remarkable quickness in discovering the ridiculous and 
pouncing upon it. "2^ 

There are many descriptions of what Strachey did in order to turn his 
readers against the Victorians. The following is one of the most recent and 
one of the most vivid: 

From the moment we begin the preface, with its deadly 
pianissimo opening—"Ignorance is the first requisite of the 
historian"—Strachey's brilliant softening up method begins 
to work on us. Stunned by epigrams, punch-drunk with the 
dazzling lethal impudence of the four portraits, we stagger 
through round after round of the ironic imagination—depre­
ciating, sarcastic, erudite, farcical, mock-sententious— 
until finally in the last sentence of the book comes that mag­
nificent knock out foul blow. 2 7 

Edgar Johnson had the feeling that Stracheyrs sketches "are not por­
trayal, but persecution" and that his facts were "not fabricated, but manipu­
lated. " 2 8 

Strachey manipulated his facts to suggest the utter futility of the Chris­
tian, the philanthropic, the educational, and the patriotic efforts of the Vic­
torians. The manipulation process is carried on throughout the book, but 
the most "instructive" examples of it are found in the concluding passages 
of "Cardinal Manning" and "The End of General Gordon. " 

Here are the final sentences of "Cardinal Manning": 
The Cardinal s memory is a dim thing to-day. And he 

who descends into the crypt of the Cathedral which Manning 
never lived to see, will observe, in the quiet niche with the 
sepulchral monument, that the dust lies thick on the strange, 
the incongruous, the almost impossible object which, with 
its elaborations of dependent tassels , hangs down from the 
dim vault like some forlorn and forgotten trophy—the Hat. 2 9 

The last glimpse of Gordon suggests the same futility as does his last 
reference to Manning, with the added element of horror . After Gordon had 
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been killed and his head taken to his mortal enemy, the Mahdi, Strachey 
gives the reader a last glimpse of the face of one of England's heroes. 
'The trophy was taken to the Mahdi: at last the two fanatics had indeed 
met face to face. The Mahdi ordered the head to be fixed between the 
branches of a tree in the public highway, and all who passed threw stones 
at it. The hawks of the desert swept and circled about it. . . . "30 

Thus, as Strachey appraised their influence, manipulating his facts to 
suggest this to his readers, Manning left nothing for the inspiration and 
guidance of future generations except a dust-covered trophy, the Hat; and 
Gordon left nothing but a blood-covered trophy, his head. 

Freeman was as skillful in defense of the Victorians as Strachey was 
in their prosecution, and he was more industrious. Since R. E. Lee was 
a biography of almost "unchallengeable completeness, "31 Freeman did not 
practice Strachey's method of rigid selection. Nevertheless, it is through 
selection and presentation that he too achieves his aims. To begin with, 
he selected Lee because he admired him. He employed selection of mate­
rial to justify Lee's action as a soldier and he certainly employed selec­
tion to enhance his character. 32 

Freeman did not ignore damaging evidence against the man he so much 
admired. He simply used the undamaging evidence which he discovered to 
bury the mole hill of Lee's faults under a mountain of his virtues. Dumas 
Malone suggests how Freeman created his desired effects: 

From this carefully wrought and slowly-moving story 
Lee emerges in full glory. This is not to say that he was 
impeccable in judgment; Freeman describes his mistakes 
with complete candor at the time he made them and sums 
them up in a final critique—the chapter entitled "The Sword 
of Robert E. Lee. " Also he underlines the General's chief 
temperamental flaw, his excessive amiability at times in 
dealing with his commanders. But the balance is heavily 
on the credit side. . . . 33 

Freeman, like Strachey, used the last passage in the work to bring 
home a message. After giving, in the last chapter of Volume IV, "The Pat­
tern of Life, " the deeds and principles which had shaped the life of this 
great Christian soldier, Freeman closed his monumental biography with 
this: 

And if one, only one of all the myriad incidents of his 
stirring life had to be selected to typify his message, as a 
man, to the young Americans who stood in hushed awe that 
rainy October morning as their parents wept at the passing 
of the Southern Arthur, who would hesitate in selecting that 
incident? It occurred in Northern Virginia, probably on his 
last visit there. A young mother brought her baby to him to be 
blessed. He took the infant in his arms and looked at it and 
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then at her and slowly said, "Teach him he must deny him» 
self. " 

That is all. There is no mystery in the coffin there in 
front of the windows that look to the sunrise. 34 

In contrast to the message of utter futility which Strachey has Manning 
and Gordon leave for future generations, Freeman has Lee leave for "young 
Americans" and "their parents" as guidance in this world, a pattern of life 
as pure and as noble as that of King Arthur. And also the lesson, at least 
the suggestion, that high aspirations and noble efforts did not end in the 
tomb; for after death, there is the resurrection. 

Thus in brief is a review of the wholly different works which we, in the 
beginning, assumed were symbolic of the richness and the confusion of mod­
ern biography. Let us now examine the effects of the two works on modern 
biography and life, their standing today, and their possible influence on fu­
ture biography. 

Eminent Victorians was in 1918 a revolutionary work, and its publica­
tion precipitated a violent and prolonged literary war—a war which raged 
in violent form throughout the twenties and early thirties and has not yet 
altogether ended. 35 Admirers gave extravagant praise to the book, declar­
ing among many other things that with its publication "Lytton Strachey.. . 
captured biography for ar t" and in so doing destroyed the superficial and 
pretentious Victorian morality. 36 g u t detractors violently attacked Strachey 
and his work. Strachey was condemned for his lack of patriotism, his lack 
of sympathy, his anti-Catholic point of view, his bitterness, his inaccura­
cies, and his narrowness. He was called among many other things "the 
Nietzsche among biographers, " "an evil old Bloomsbury gossip, " and "the 
subtilist beast in England. " The influence of the book was declared by some 
to be wholly bad. 3? 

Actually, Stracheyfs influence has been both beneficial and pernicious. 
It has been beneficial because, with the publication of Eminent Victorians, he 
destroyed the sacchrine Victorian panegyric which was neither art nor h i s ­
tory; he succeeded in making biography more interesting, more artistic, 
more popular, and, in the long run, more truthful. 38 ;po r example, there 
is considerable circumstantial evidence to show that R. E. Lee is a greater 
work because of Eminent Victorians. 39 On the other hand, Strachey inspired 
a host of incompetent imitators, who within a decade turned the "new" move­
ment into a "Freudian frolic" of general debunkery and over-emphasis on. 
sex.40 

R. E. Lee, as already noted, was also a literary sensation; it too made 
the best-seller l i s t s . 4 1 It has been more lavishly and more universally 
praised than any other biography of modern times. Henry Steel Commager 
voiced the opinions of many others when he called it "one of the great biog­
raphies of our literature. " 4 2 
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But Freeman too had his detractors. He was criticized for his over-
zealous attention to detail, for his dullness, for his pro-Southern senti­
ments and worshipful attitude toward Lee, for his lack of interpretation, 
for his ignorance of war activities outside the Virginia theatre, and for his 
e r rors of judgment, especially regarding military affa i rs . 4 3 

Although Freeman did not have a flock of week-end biographers rush­
ing to the publishing houses will ill-concealed imitations, as Strachey did— 
R. E. Lee is not as easy to imitate as ''Cardinal Manning"—the influence 
of the work was more profound and lasting. Freeman's work influenced 
not only the new scholarly biographers, but it profoundly influenced some 
of Strachey's erstwhile ardent admirers , the most famous of these being 
Andre Maurois . 4 4 

The author of R. E. Lee restored respectability to biography and did 
much to stop the wholesale debunking of heroes. He achieved this by doing 
two things: First , in this work, Freeman demonstrated that a "monumental 
biography" of "scrupulous narration, " though it ran to twice two "fat vol­
umes, " could also be art of the highest order. Second, in that difficult 
field of moral didacticism in biography, he demonstrated that all our heroes 
do not necessarily drop from their pedestals and break their feet of clay the 
moment the historian reveals the true facts of their lives. Freeman proved 
that Lee's feet were not made of clay and that the moral ground upon which 
he stood was firm. Indeed, he proved that the real flesh and blood Lee was 
greater than the legendary hero of the South. 

As for the relative greatness of Eminent Victorians and R. E. Lee, if 
we may accept the opinion of a panel of literary judges, one is not greater 
than the other. They are different, representing different methods of r e ­
vealing truth--truth as diverse as human nature, as varied as the hearts 
and minds of authors. 

Today their positions still stand in bold contrast. What was said of 
Freeman a few years ago seems still to be true: "Long before his life ended, 
Douglas Freeman had become a name and a legend. He sat in Richmond 
surrounded by a vast admiration without parallel in modern historiogra­
phy. " 4 5 The admiration for Strachey is not vast; but among "discerning 
readers , " who love "art and beauty" and the liberal humanistic tradition" it 
is strong, deep and lasting. 4 6 What will be the place of Strachey and F r e e ­
man in the future of biography ? 

As long as the art of biography shall endure—and John Garraty recently 
predicted that biography would outlast "the seven hills of Rome"47 — it will 
always stand in need of both Stracheys and Freemans. If biography contin­
ues its rhythmical course, its ebbing and flowing with changing times, the 
future roles of such men seem clear. Whenever the ar t of biography falls, 
as it did in the years around 1918, upon evil days—smothered by piousness, 
hypocricy, sweetness, and large quantities of ill-digested materials—a Lyt-
ton Strachey will be needed to step into the biographical house, puncture 
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pomposity with the "hygiene of laughter, , ! cast out those articles of "fune­
real barbarism, " and fumigate the place with his acid wit. Likewise, 
when the ignorant, incompetent, lazy and dishonest disciples of a future 
Strachey fill the-house with their own abnormal heroes and their own l i ter­
ary and moral rubbish, a Douglas Southall Freeman will again be needed 
to write "noble books about noble men" and to overwhelm the false biog­
raphy with truth and a larger art. 48 
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