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P   with the salutary reminder that “bio-

graphy,” like René Magritte’s famous pipe, is not a “life” but rather an
“artifact,” “a thing made,” a “representation.” Professor Millgate, while
insisting that biographers go to the sources “direct or documentary,” has
an equally salutary reminder for biographers that might be put this way:
those sources are also “artifacts,” “things made,” “representations,” more
pipes that are not pipes. Both scholars, in different ways, challenge the
view that writing a biography is simple.
Why might it seem simple? A biography, unlike the history of the
disintegration of the Ottoman Empire, the social consequences of industrial-urban growth, or the rise of modernism, has a definite beginning and
ending, a birth date and a death date. at seeming simplicity may explain
why there are historians—indeed, they may be the dominant group these
days—who take the view that biography is not really a serious form of historical writing. ey contend that biography exaggerates the importance
of an individual while underestimating the social, political, and economic
factors that rarely coincide with an individual life but have much more
permanent long-term consequences.
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Others would add that while economic growth can be measured and
demography quantified and foreign policy disentangled through critical
examination of statistics and documents, important elements of biography,
perhaps the most important—what I will call the subject’s “inner life”—can
rarely be documented even where, as in the case of Mackenzie King, voluminous diaries exist. A recent review by Julian Barnes of a new biography
of Flaubert and another translation of Bouvard et Pécuchet reminded me
that those two lovable clowns abandoned their attempt to write a biography of the Duc d’Angoulême, admitting their inability to understand even
the emotions and actions of the people in their own household (Barnes
–). Exterior facts were easy but “il faut les compléter par la psychologie. Sans imagination, l’Histoire est défectueuse” (Flaubert ). So they
turn to historical novels—without much more success. Biography may be
simple, but for that very reason it offers only a superficial entry into the
past, so say the critics.
While these are serious questions about the status of biography as an
historical genre—questions with which both the papers we have heard
this afternoon wrestle—I want to try briefly to explain my own position
as General Editor of the Dictionary of Canadian Biography / Dictionnaire
biographique du Canada (/). Let me begin by telling you what we
ask of our authors. I quote from our “Directive to Authors”:
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Biographers should endeavour to provide a readable and
stimulating treatment of their subjects. Factual information
should come from primary sources…. Biographies should not
be mere catalogues of events, nor should they be compilations
of previous studies of the subject. e achievements of the
subject should be seen against the background of the period
in which they lived and the events in which they participated.
Relevant anecdote and/or quotation should be used discreetly
to illuminate character or personality.… Finally, the biographer
should offer … an evaluation of the subject’s achievements or
failures, strengths and weaknesses.
Does this, when performed satisfactorily, ensure that the / publishes biographies that escape through the horns of the biographical
dilemma, as posed in Bouvard et Pécuchet? My answer is this: it does as
much as possible and, moreover, is a fair description of the formula used
by most successful biographers—successful in the sense of creating as
accurate and compelling a representation of a chosen figure and his or her
context as is possible. Even so, such a biography may remain a “half-life.”
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e two parts of our “Directive” that contribute most to my conviction that biography is history are these: “sources” and “context.” Michael
Millgate quite properly insists that a thorough canvass of all the available
sources is the first essential step in writing a scholarly biography. Christine
Wiesenthal agrees. Both also recognize there are serious problems with
almost every type of source whether written or oral, historic or contemporary. Sources don’t speak for themselves. As Millgate argues, all sources
need to be treated critically, but oral sources require the amplest doses
of salt. If one of the oral sources is the biographer’s subject, the problems
raised are further complicated. at is what J. W. Dafoe, the great editor
of the Manitoba Free Press, was warning about when he commented on
a biography of Sir Wilfrid Laurier, written by O. D. Skelton, a confidant
of the prime minister: “Men may fail to be heroes to their valets but they
are more successful with their biographers” (Dafoe, ).
en, memory itself is problematic. Recently I read an entertaining
book entitled e Rise of the Indian Rope Trick: e Biography of a Legend.
In it, Peter Lamont recounts his search for the source of this reported
and even photographed magician’s act—you know: the one where an
apparently unattached vertical rope is ascended by a small boy. What the
author found in his research—research which revealed that the trick was
a hoax—was that the longer the elapsed time since an interviewee claimed
to have seen the performance the more detailed the description! e real
trick, of course, was the trick of memory.
Another question that needs to be posed about sources is, of course,
the matter of selection. How does a biographer who has collected a mass
of information from the “sources” decide what is relevant? Perhaps you
remember the wonderfully self-confident “Preface” in Lytton Strachey’s
Eminent Victorians where he begins by saying that the Victorians left
such a voluminous amount of “sources” that no one could ever hope to
master them. His solution: “[R]ow 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 careful curiosity” (Strachey ). Now, much
as I admire, and often re-read, Strachey’s book I really cannot accept his
research method—what might be called the historian or biographer as
fisherwoman. Merely lowering a bucket into the documentation results
in either partial or predetermined interpretations.
Let me now turn to “context.” Neither of the preceding articles
addresses this matter adequately. Perhaps time prevented them from
doing so. But context makes all the difference in bringing the biographiSources and Artifacts | 
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cal subject, so to speak, into the world in which he or she lived. It may
increase or reduce stature, but above all context makes that stature understandable. In each volume of the /, “context” means three things:
first, the historical background in an individual biography; second, the
diversity of the people in any single volume; and, finally, the meticulous
cross-referencing to “context” provided in other volumes.
My point is that a biographer/historian is not a fisherman but rather
a marine ecologist. By examining the ecology/context the subject gains
meaning and significance. In the field of literary biography there is, I
suspect, no better example of the biographer who understands context
than the brilliant two-volume biography of W. B. Yeats by Roy Foster. e
same could be said, in the field of science biography, of Janet Browne’s
utterly compelling life of Charles Darwin, or, in politics and diplomacy, of
Herbert Bix’s Hirohito and the Making of Modern Japan. To these should
be added Hilary Spurling’s magnificent biography of Henri Matisse, two
volumes that radically transform our understanding not only of Matisse
but of modern painting itself.¹ Such books as these, I think, are standing
refutations of the claim that biography is not serious history.
at brings me to my second to last comment, one which relates to
both source selection and context. is is the problem of “teleology,” one of
the besetting sins of much historical writing, notably nationalist historical
writing, and certainly of biography. Professor Wiesenthal faced this issue
because of the brutal tragedy that ended Pat Lowther’s career and then
coloured everything she had done in life and what was said about her
posthumously. It is a fundamental issue which she discusses subtly and
intelligently. She adopted an imaginative way of resolving it. Hindsight
allows the biographer to know the outcome of his or her story: the discovery of the double helix, the initiation of the Holocaust, the murder of
Pat Lowther. at hindsight almost inevitably shapes the sources selected
and even the interpretation placed on those sources. Biographers of the
late Pierre Trudeau, until recently, assumed that the liberal, federalist
anti-nationalist views that he held when he first came onto the Canadian
radar screen in the s and ’s were formed in his youth when most
of his contemporaries were nationalists, separatists, and corporatists. e
surprising discovery, made first by Esther Delisle, that the young Trudeau,
rather than being a dissenter, was actually pretty much in agreement with
 See Foster’s W.B. Yeats: A Life; Browne’s Charles Darwin: Voyaging and Charles
Darwin: e Origin and After; Bix’s Hirohito and the Making of Modern Japan;
and Spurling’s e Unknown Matisse and Matisse the Master.
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his contemporaries necessitates a revision not only of what has been written about his early years but also about his later ones.²
Biographers, and historians, must always be aware that the end does
not necessarily explain the beginning any more than the beginning predicts the end. Yet the narrative form followed by most biographers and
many historians, as Paul Ricoeur argues in Time and Narrative, itself bears
the seeds of teleology, or emplotment, within it. Professor Wiesenthal’s
solution—begin at the end and get it out of the way followed by a series
of thematic chapters—will not fit every case, but its “anti-teleological
approach” is the correct principle. It recognizes that the teleological fallacy is exactly that—a fallacy.³
I want to end where I began—or nearly—with my favourite French
novelist, Gustav Flaubert. Julian Barnes’s article reminded me that Flaubert
had once said—perhaps mischievously: “Madame Bovary, c’est moi.” Did
he mean that his life—his biography—could be found in his work? (Barnes,
by the way, thinks that he should have said “Bouvard et Pécuchet, c’est
moi.”) But apparently Flaubert also told another impertinent questioner:
“I have no biography” (Barnes –). Did he mean that his biography is
irrelevant to his work? I would not dare even attempt an answer to this
Flaubertian conundrum. I raise it only because I was somewhat surprised
that neither of these stimulating articles really took up this vexed but surely
fundamental question: what is the relationship between biography and
literature—or, for that matter, between biography and science, biography
and politics, biography and any intellectual, imaginative, or professional
activity? Why write biography?
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