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The Dark Continent 
of Literature: Autobiography 

STEPHEN A. SHAPIRO 

ABSTRACT 

Autobiography has been unjustifiably ignored by contemporary literary 
critics, who tend to assume that it is not a form of "imaginative" literature. 
But autobiographers do not simply copy themselves down: all forms of 
storytelling are creations that depend upon the conventions of art Great 
autobiographies are frequently organized thematically and utilize all the 
rhetorical resources of fiction and drama. As symbolic forms that unfold 
the patterns of entire lives, autobiographies have enormous educational 
value as models. (SAS) 

If a cartographer presented us with a map of the world that did 
not include the continent of Africa or that was mistaken about its 

configuration and major features, we would certainly protest But 

literary cartographers have long been precisely mapping the con- 
tinents of fiction, drama, and poetry, all the while pretending that 

autobiography was not there or simply coloring it a toneless black. 
Aristotle makes no mention of autobiography: therefore it does not 
exist. However, from St. Augustine to Sartre, autobiography is a 
form of literary art, as an examination of some of its characteristic 
rhetorical resources and themes will show. The value of the auto- 

biographical tradition, its relevance to our lives, lies in its capacity 
to furnish us with models and mirrors that can help us to accept, 
celebrate, and transform our lives as individuals and as participants 
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in the cyclical drama of incarnation and the dialectical drama of 
historical evolution. 

Scholars who revere the mysteries of craft and convention in the 
sonnet or the Jamesian novel somehow still manage to believe that 
when the time comes for the autobiographer to tell the story of 
his own life - his attitudes, actions, and evolutions - he just sits 
down and writes. One just copies oneself down. No invention or 
creation necessary; just remember and write. This is nonsense. 
After Rousseau and Gibbon had furnished classic models toward 
the end of the eighteenth century, autobiography became a carefully 
cultivated, international tradition. Henry Adams did not begin 
writing the story of Henry Adams' education before studying St. 
Augustine, Montaigne, Rousseau, Gibbon, and Franklin. Stendhal 
studied Cellini, Chateaubriand, Saint-Simon, Montaigne, Rousseau, 
and others. Gide studied most of these already named and also 
Stendhal, Goethe, and the autobiographical literature of his con- 
temporaries. Modern literary autobiographers are indisputably 
aware of the fact that they are working within a genre. 

Like the poet, the autobiographer is a maker. Frequently, the 
limits of language, the slipperiness of experience, the difficulties of 
both comprehending and re-creating experience become the subjects 
of autobiography. Bernard Berenson begins his Sketch for a Self- 
Portrait with a display of skepticism that has become a convention 
in our epistemologically self-conscious age, a convention that makes 
this traditionally epistemological genre ring with the challenge to 
do the impossible: recapture time, shape the shapeless, make many 
one and one multiple, transform an inner image into a picture- 
mirror for others, make the flesh into words and words into flesh. 
"Can any mortal portray himself with words, as perhaps he can 
with chalk or paint? The limner has something relatively definite 
before him as he looks into the glass and sees himself mirrored 
there. I doubt the representative accuracy of even such an image. 
But words!" In The Life of Henry Brulard, Stendhal reflects: "I 
cannot see things as they really were, I have only my childish 
memories. I see pictures, I remember their effects on my heart, but 
the causes and the shape of these things are a blank. It's still just 
like the frescoes ... at Pisa, where you can clearly make out an 
arm, but the piece of fresco beside it, which dearly showed the 
head, has fallen off. I see a sequence of very clear pictures, but I 
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only know what things were like in so far as they affected myself. 
And even this aspect of things I remember only through the recol- 
lection of the effect it produced on me." Stendhal's groping through 
his own inner shadows furnishes us with an image that illuminates 
our own chiaroscuro condition. 

St. Augustine calls memory "a sort of stomach for the mind." 
The alchemic imagination of the artist transforms private factual 
aliment into public nutriment. Berenson writes, "Often I feel like 
a cow with sagging udders lowing for calf or milkmaid to relieve 
her." The question I wish to ask and answer is: How nourishing 
is the milk of autobiography? But first the problem of the traditional 
conception of literary art must be confronted. 

In their Theory of Literature, Wellek and Warren argue soundly 
that literary language organizes, heightens, tightens the resources 
of everyday language; argue more dubiously that "it is best to con- 
sider as literature only works in which the aesthetic function is 
dominant"; and argue quite mistakenly that the distinguishing 
characteristic of literary forms is invention or reference to a world of 
fiction. By equating aesthetic experience with "disinterested" con- 

templation, formalist critics avoid the problem of the direction of 
aesthetic response. Disinterested contemplation always becomes self- 
interested. Roethke was fond of saying that people feared poetry 
because it wanted them to change their lives. Poetry is both true and 

"equal to" experience. We cannot evaluate literature purely in terms 
of its formal complexity, as Wellek and Warren recommend. They 
are wrong to exclude autobiography from the realm of literature 
because it is not "imaginative" or does not refer to a fictional or 
invented world. Despite their claim that no wrong is done to auto- 

biography by "relegating it" to some nonliterary category, that they 
are being descriptive rather than normative, much wrong has been 
done. Segregation ¿5 evaluation: separate is not equal. Their argu- 
ment exalts the dulce of form over the utile of insight, and it has 
had disastrous political consequences. If it looks like a sonnet, it 
is literature, and it gets taught by professors of literature and 
criticized by critics of literature. Imagination is present. But if it 
looks like the story of a life and it is not a novel, even if it was 
written by Yeats or Stendhal, it should be regarded with suspicion: 
there is no imagination in there, only fact and memory. So, despite 
the enormous educational significance of autobiographical litera- 
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ture, and despite the fact that in the past ten or fifteen years a 
few very good studies of autobiography have appeared,1 such 
worthies as J. D. Salinger and Henry Wadsworth Longfellow in- 
dividually receive more critical attention than the entire autobio- 
graphical tradition. This is a shameful situation. At stake is not a 
mere quibble about words or classification, about whether auto- 
biography is or is not to be called literature. At stake is our con- 
ception of the purpose and educational value of literature and 
criticism. 

I suspect that critics of literature avoid autobiography, despite 
its distinguished tradition and undeniable importance to readers, 
because, like their colleagues in philosophy and the social sciences, 
literary critics are indulging in the currently prestigious "profes- 
sional" scorn for merely human problems, preferring to research 
the mysteries of methodology. But even here they err, for autobiog- 
raphy, human as it may appear to be, is a mode of art complex 
enough to delight the heart of the most mechanical textual engineer. 
Wellek and Warren and their followers misconceive the problem of 
fiction and imagination, and they dodge the value of literature as a 
reality-testing, personality-shaping institution. It is by no means 
clear that the novelist invents a persona and that the autobiographer 
just remembers and talks. Wayne Booth begins to clarify this situ- 
ation in The Rhetoric of Fiction: "If we look closely at the 'Mon- 
taigne' who emerges from these completed pages, we cannot help 
rejecting any simple distinction between fiction and biography or 
essay" (p. 228). In their recently published book, The Nature of 
Narrative, Robert Scholes and Robert Kellogg finally undermine 
the simple distinction between factual and fictional writing: ". . . 
a clear distinction between the confession and the novel can no 
longer be sustained. The convergence of the novel with history, 
biography, and autobiography has resulted not so much from im- 
patience with the storyteller's fantasy as from a modern skepticism 
of knowing anything about human affairs in an entirely objective 
(non-fictional) way. ... All knowing and all telling are subject 
to the conventions of art" (p. 151). 

It could be claimed that all novels are autobiographical, made of 
the transformed experience of the author's life. And certainly all 
autobiographical writing is structured and conditioned by the "dis- 
torting" conventions of art. (This is a kind of literary analogue of 
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Heisenberg^ principle of indeterminacy: there is no possibility of 
separating a phenomenon from the devices used to measure it.) 
Although certain works defy classification as either autobiography 
or fiction, my purpose is not to confound these genres but to reveal 
the submerged mountain chains that link the continent of auto- 
biography with the literary mainland and to help map this dark 
Africa of the genres. "If any distinction can be said to exist between 
the autobiography and the autobiographical novel it resides not 
in their respective fidelity to facts but rather in their respective 
originality in perceiving and telling the facts. It is in the knowing 
and in the telling, and not in the facts, that the art is to be found," 
as Scholes and Kellogg say (p. 156). Autobiography is an imaginative 
organization of experience for aesthetic and for various intellectual 
and moral purposes. Autobiography is literature. How do I define 
literature? Literature restructures existential material through the 

poetic organization of language in such a way that each part of a 
work contributes to a resonant whole which, although grounded in 
a particular historical context, is coeval with all times and symbo- 
lizes all similar patterns of experience, illuminating them by the 
multivalent relevance of its revelations and the radiance of its poly- 
phonic form. 

I 

The best study of autobiography as a genre is Roy Pascal's Design 
and Truth in Autobiography. Pascal discusses the history and evo- 
lution of autobiography as a genre, but because this is the best 
documented aspect of the whole subject, I shall simply note that 
the evolution of autobiography owes much to the orientation of 
consciousness to concrete experience during the Renaissance, to the 

development of an empirical and inductive method, and to Protes- 
tant introspection. Pascal contends that autobiography is á review 
of a life from a particular viewpoint in time - a review in which 
attention is focused on the self as it interacts with the world. Auto- 

biography adiieves unity through its unity of viewpoint. It is not 
a portrait of self but an interpretation of an evolution of self that 
is a shaping of the past through selection and emphasis. Autobiog- 
raphy is historical and dynamic, and it combines discursive and 
nondiscursive modes of presentation. What the autobiography does 
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is just as important as what the author says: that is, as in a poem 
or a novel, a statement may be reinforced, satirized, undermined, 
or balanced by an action. The story-structure of autobiography is 
its mode of presenting truth - truth as process, drama, image, sym- 
bolic form. Truth in autobiography is not merely fidelity to fact or 
conformity to "likeness," to the way one appears to others, but 
rather the projection of a story of successive self-images and recog- 
nitions or distortions of those self-images by the world; it is the 
story of identity as the tension between self-image and social recog- 
nition. (Autobiography may be regarded psychologically as a final 
attempt to persuade the world to view one's self through one's own 
eyes, to finally recognize what may be invisible.) The achievement 
of autobiography is to present the meaning of a life, "to give us 
events that are symbolic of the personality as an entity unfolding 
not solely according to its own laws, but also in response to the 
world it lives in. So that these events are symbolic of a whole group 
of things. Through them both the writers and the readers know 
life. It is not necessarily or primarily an intellectual or scientific 
knowledge, but a knowing through the imagination ... an under- 
standing of the feel of life, the feel of living." 

Pascal is aware that autobiographical fiction can also present the 
truth of a life seen from the inside and that once you detach auto- 
biographical truth from fidelity to fact, to actualized public selves, 
then you may be dealing with the story of a persona or anti-self 
that may not differ much from the protagonist of fiction. Pascal 
does suggest that the difference between the novel and autobiog- 
raphy is that the former is free to explore the extreme ranges of 
man's possible experience with only its own coherent development 
as a formal limitation, while the autobiography is bound to actual 
experience and practical wisdom, to the evolution of its own point 
of view. 

However, a major defect of Pascal's valuable work is that it does 
not discuss the rhetoric or art of autobiography in analytic, con- 
crete, objective terms. His discussion of what the autobiography is 
or does in the abstract is excellent, but his discussion of the "how" 
of particular works, like Rousseau's or Henry Adams', is superficial. 
Also, Pascal's criterion for the value of autobiography tends to be 
oddly nostalgic rather than aesthetic or critical in a complex way. 
Thus, "true" autobiography is the confident revelation of central 
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personality, as in Rousseau, Goethe, or Cellini. By Stendhal's time, 
confidence in teleological purpose as well as central identity has 
been undermined, and the earlier assertion, "This is what I am," 
is replaced by the question, "What am I?" But it does not follow 
that autobiography is on the decline because the "self-distrust" of 
modern man dooms him to fall short of the "true task" of auto- 
biography. Pascal unhappily engages in a kind of Platonizing 
jeremiad here, lamenting the failure of modern autobiography to 
do what older autobiographies do, instead of asking what modern 
autobiographies do achieve. Pascal's submerged argument is similar 
to that of Georg Lukacs in "The Ideology of Modernism": the 
lack of relationship between personal and social worlds produces 
a literature of disintegration. This is true. Henry Adams' auto- 
biography, The Education of Henry Adams, is the twin of Robert 
Musil's novel The Man Without Qualities. Both are powerful 
studies of disorientation - therefore what follows? That they cannot 
be true because they are destructive? But the power and value of 
the negative vision is equal to that of the positive vision. We must 
see ourselves as we are. Sartre observes in Words: "For a long while 
I treated my pen as a sword: now I realize how helpless we are. 
It does not matter: I am writing, I shall write books: they are 
needed. . . . this critical mirror alone shows [man] his image." 
Sartre argues in What is Literature? that the mirror of literature 
is a magic mirror, revealing man to change him. But art can only 
proceed by indirection. Transformation is only one voice in the 
dioir of art: celebration, incarnation, negation, and education also 
have voices. 

Before examining the art of autobiography, we should review the 

assumptions made by autobiographers about what they are doing. 
Gibbon and Rousseau trumpet their intention to tell the truth at 
the outset of their works, Gibbon announcing, "Truth-naked, un- 

blushing truth, the first virtue of more serious history must be the 
sole recommendation of this personal narrative," Rousseau pro- 
claiming, "My purpose is to display to my kind a portrait in every 
way true to nature." More recent writers have been more reserved 
and skeptical. Yeats's preface to the first of his series of autobiog- 
raphies notes: "I have changed nothing to my knowledge; and 

yet it must be that I have changed many things without my knowl- 

edge. . . ." Skeptical or not, most autobiographers believe that 
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memory affords them access to a past which is worth revealing, be- 
lieve that an understanding of the human condition - not informa- 
tion about a life, but insight into its processes - is intrinsically 
valuable. And they believe that despite the limitations of memory, 
point of view, and language, understanding can be communicated. 
The story that should or must be told can be told. In autobiography, 
doubts about one's ability to tell the story accurately or dramatically 
can lead us into forests of paradox but never into the final night 
of silence. Henry Adams can note that "the mind is a watery mirror 
at best" and that "one had learned from Socrates to distrust, above 
all other traps, the trap of logic - the mirror of the mind," but he 
believed that "all great artists . . . held up the mirror and no more," 
and he had faith enough in the reflective power of the mind's 
mirror to keep writing the story of his education in order to "help 
young men" to adapt to and possibly control the forces of the 
modern world. The story can be told; and it should be told, because 
it may be useful as preventive medicine, anodyne, or inspiration. 
Mill, Franklin, and others present their experiences as lessons, as 
patterns to be followed or abhorred. Experience is poison; auto- 
biographers test reality for us, adjust our expectations, become our 
Mithridatic guardian angels. In Henry Adams' terms, one seeks 
education in order "to adjust the dose" of truth, of illusion, of any 
element of experience. Goethe comments on this function of auto- 
biography early in Dichtung und Wahrheit: "the instructive thing 
in such moral communications is that a man may learn how things 
have gone with others and what he has to expect from life, and 
that he may reflect that, whatever happens, it befalls him as a man 
and not as one who is specially fortunate or unfortunate. If such 
knowledge is not of much use for avoiding evil, it is still very service- 
able for learning to accommodate ourselves to things, to endure 
them and even to overcome them." 

Goethe also formulates, in the preface to his autobiography, the 
main task of all biographical works: "to exhibit the man in relation 
to the circumstances of his time and to show how far they have 
favored or opposed his progress  

" 
Consciously or unconsciously, 

the task of the autobiographer is always to reveal the dynamics of 
personality growth through the interaction of what can crudely be 
termed internal and external influences. Osbert Sitwell explicitly 
embraces this as his purpose in Left Hand, Right Hand, his gothic 
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memorial to a more golden, less bloody age: "The whole work is 
called Left Hand, Right Hand because, according to the palmists, 
the lines of the left hand are incised inalterably at birth, while those 
of the right hand are modified by our actions and environment, and 
the life we lead." Of course, the relations between self and world 
are not simply a matter of adjustment, and autobiography some- 
times, as in the cases of Freud, Darwin, and Trotsky, testifies to the 
power of one man to remake or discover the world. This feeling that 
some autobiographers have - the feeling that man must and can do 
something to change his world - brings autobiography much closer 
to the world of action, and sometimes propaganda, than some critics 
might feel is happy for the aesthetic function of literature. But a 
sword or shield can be beautiful, and literature can include among 
its several functions that of more or less directly moving men to 
action. St. Augustine's Confessions is, among other things, an im- 
passioned and joyous hymn of faith and a living advertisement for 
conversion to the Christian way of life. It has changed the lives of 
many men. But who will argue that St. Augustine, one of the great 
masters of rhetoric in the history of the world, was not an artist or 
that the Confessions is not an imaginative organization of experience 
and language? R. G. Collingwood's autobiography is resonant with 
the belief that burning words can ignite men's hearts, become the 
fuel of action. Writing in 1938 for his own time and for our time, 
for us, Collingwood concludes: "I am not writing an account of 
recent political events in England: I am writing a description of 
the way in which these events impinged upon myself and broke up 
my pose of a detached and professional thinker. I know now that 
the minute philosophers of my youth, for all their profession of a 

purely scientific detachment from practical affairs, were the propa- 
gandists of a coming Fascism. I know that Fascism means the end 
of dear thinking and tht triumph of irrationalism. I know that 
all my life I have been engaged unawares in a political struggle, 
fighting against these things in the dark. Henceforth I shall fight 
in the daylight." Antithesis, parallelism, and climax; rhetoric is 
the piston of commitment. Collingwood is arguing that scholars, 
whether scientists or humanists, who concern themselves exclusively 
with purely formal matters are propagating a form of moral with- 
drawal that is cancerous to the body politic. The dream of reason, 
or of aesthetic purity, produces monsters. 
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The assumptions autobiographers make about the individual 
personality strike discordant, but ultimately harmonizing, notes 
about uniqueness and typicality. The polar extremes are to be found 
in statements by Rousseau and Sir Thomas Browne. "I am made 
unlike anyone I have ever met; I will even venture to say that I 
am like no one in the whole world. I may be no better, but at least 
I am different," asserts Rousseau at the beginning of his Confessions. 
In Religio Medici, Browne continually reiterates the theme that 
man is a microcosm, a little world, that "there is all Africa and her 
prodigies in us," and that the "Cosmography" of self will reveal 
all the wonders of the world. Each peculiar, particular individual 
embodies the universe in his little world, is a universal particular, 
but each particular self is also a typical self: "For as though there 
were a Metempsychosis, and die soul of one man passed into another, 
Opinions do find, after certain Revolutions, men and minds like 
those that first begat them. To see ourselves again, we need not 
look for Plato's year: every man is not only himself; there hath been 
many Diogenes, and as many Timons, though but few of that name: 
men are lived over again, the world is now as it was in Ages past; 
there was none then, but there hath been some one since that 
parallels him, and is, as it were, his revived self." Rousseau himself 
exemplifies Browne's theme: early in his youth he read Plutarch 
and romantic fiction, becoming the characters he read about, fixing 
his emotional patterns in ways "which neither experience nor 
reflection" could alter; and Rousseau, to the regret of critics of 
romantic-utopian modes of thought and action, has become a pat- 
tern for others. Of course, Browne is not speaking only of what we 
might call identification with models or imitation. He is also evoking 
the sense of more mysterious kinds of repetition. So Yeats studies 
and identifies with Blake not to become Blake but because he is 
Blake, not in his daily self, but in his mask. In his Autobiography, 
Yeats writes: "My mind began drifting vaguely towards that doctrine 
of 'the mask' which has convinced me that every passionate man . . . 
is, as it were, linked with another age, historical or imaginary, where 
alone he finds images that rouse his energy. Napoleon was never of 
his own time, as the Naturalistic writers and painters had all men 
be, but had some Roman emperor's image in his head . . . ." 
Trotsky echoes this theme in My Life: "The correspondence between 
Marx and Engels was for me ... a psychological revelation. Toutes 
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proportions gardée, I found proof on every page that to these two 
I was bound by a direct psychological affinity. Their attitude to 
men and ideas was mine . . . Both of them, and especially Engels, 
could at any time say of themselves that nothing human was strange 
to them." 

There is no problem of contradiction between the view that man 
is idiosyncratic, unique, different, and the view that man is typical, 
universal. Every man is like himself alone, like his models, like all 
men in varying degrees and ways. Autobiography is fascinating 
because any honest voice can become the voice of our voice, the 
actual embodiment of one of our possible selves. One of the primary 
assumptions of the greatest autobiographers is, in Goethe's terms, 
that mankind is the true man. That is why Gide adopts Goethe 
as a model and also appropriates Terence's famous words as a 
motto: Nil humanum a me alienum puto. From the beginning, 
autobiography has been a mixed, scientific-moral-artistic mode of 

examining, knowing, and presenting the boundaries of human 
existence. This was the purpose of Cardano's systematic self-explo- 
ration. The last page of Montaigne's last essay mounts an attack 
on those who try to escape from their humanity, on the madness of 

trying to become an angel: instead of elevating the human, such 

aspirants become subhuman, for "supercelestial thought and sub- 
terranean conduct" are correlative. "And on the loftiest throne in 
the world we are still sitting only on our own rump." The body is 
one of the boundaries of the human world. 

But questions rather than conclusions, quests rather than con- 

quests, best characterize this genre, for the possibilities and the 

meaning of being human must seem like a steadily growing Everest 
to the climber in search of a final encompassing perspective. Or 
like a labyrinth. St. Augustine writes: "I have become a problem 
to myself, like land which a farmer works only with difficulty and 
at the cost of much sweat. For I am not now investigating the tracts 
of the heavens, or measuring the distance of the stars, or trying to 
discover how the earth hangs in space. I am investigating myself, 
my memory, my mind. There is nothing strange in the fact that 
whatever is not myself is far from me. But what could be nearer 
to me than myself? Yet I do not understand the power of memory 
that is in myself, although without it I could not even speak of 

myself." Henry Adams simply assumes that "the spider mind" 



432 COMPARATIVE LITERATURE STUDIES 

somehow acquired the faculty of memory and with it the powers of 
analysis and synthesis, the makers of relationship. Meaning is rela- 
tionship, and for Adams, man is a maker of meaning. He warns us 
to beware of seeing the universe as the mirror of our minds but 
asserts that "every man with self-respect enough to become effective, 
if only as a machine, has had to account to himself for himself some- 
how, and to invent a formula of his own for the universe, if the 
standard formulas failed." Autobiography is the story of the evolu- 
tion of a man's formula for himself and the universe - the evolu- 
tion of a set of attitudes that need not be conceptualized but which 
will be symbolized by the action and tone of the narration. Mon- 
taigne believed that anyone could "discover in himself a pattern all 
his own, a ruling pattern," but as we shall see, an autobiographer 
is more likely to reveal than to recognize this pattern. 

II 

Henry Miller has written that "the mission of man on earth is 
to remember. To remember to remember." He argues, in his typical 
mystical sentimental fashion, that living one's life to the full carries 
with it the reward of immortality, and he redefines immortality 
thus: "That which has life is forever exempt from death." Auto- 
biographers must remember to remember that only art prevents 
decay, exempts life from death, makes one's experience available 
to others in a living form. Their problem is how to give artistic 
life to experience. Sincerity alone will not guarantee artistic life, 
the resonating ability to reproduce oneself in others. Memory may 
be the mother of all the muses, but she needs the aid of her daugh- 
ters. The curse of autobiography as a literary genre (not, of course, 
of memoirs, which have a different function: the recording of mem- 
orable events) is a devotion to notation, a bondage to the unselective 
reproduction of details as remembered. The noting of an isolated 
detail because it happened and for no other reason is a frequent 
source of the thinning of texture that turns subliterary autobiog- 
raphy into a wasteland. All details have meaning to the memory 
of the subject, because he can supply emotional color and context, 
but this resonant context must be provided for the reader if expe- 
rience is to be re-created, integrated into the fabric of art. In auto- 
biography as art, the detail should function in relation to theme, 
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generate correspondences with earlier and later experiences, just 
as in a novel or poem. 

Rousseau has given us a classic formulation of the method of the 
autobiographer as artist: 

These long details of my early youth may well seem extremely childish, 
and I am sorry for it. Although in certain respects I have been a man 
since birth, I was for a long time, and still am, a child in many others. 
I never promised to present the public with a great personage. I promised 
to depict myself as I am; and to know me in my latter years it is necessary 
to have known me well in my youth. As objects generally make less impres- 
sion on me than does the memory of them, and as all my ideas take 
pictorial form, the first features to engrave themselves on my mind have 
remained there, and such as have subsequently imprinted themselves have 
combined with these rather than obliterated them. There is a certain 
sequence of impressions and ideas which modify those that follow them, 
and it is necessary to know the original set before passing any judgments. 
I endeavor in all cases to explain the prime causes, in order to convey the 
interrelation of results. I should like in some way to make my soul trans- 
parent to the reader's eye, and for that purpose I am trying to present 
it from all points of view, to show it in all lights, and to contrive that 
none of its movements shall escape his notice, so that he may judge for 
himself of the principle which has produced them. 

If I made myself responsible for the result and said to him, "Such is 
my character," he might suppose, if not that I am deceiving him, at least 
that I am deceiving myself. But by relating to him in simple detail all 
that has happened to me, all that I have done, all that I have felt, I cannot 
lead him into error, unless wilfully; and even if I wish to, I shall not 
easily succeed by this method. His task is to assemble these elements and 
to assess the being who is made up of them. The summing-up must be 
his .... 

Rousseau, of course, does not relate in "simple detail" ail the data 
of his experience. He selects, dramatizes, evokes, magnifies those of 
his experiences which he feels somehow contributed to his forma- 
tion, to his growth. And although he frequently says, "Such is my 
character," this kind of statement has the same value as a similar 
statement by a protagonist in a novel; it is conditioned by what 
went before and by what comes afterward. (Thirty pages after 
Trotsky's incorporation of all tilings human, he is repudiating the 
religious state of mind as incomprehensibly alien to him.) Scholes 
and Kellogg perceptively observe that Rousseau taught future 
novelists that even when the subject and narrator are identical, 
different points of view in time allow for ironic distance and also 
for multiple perspectives upon the same set of facts. So the mature 



434 COMPARATIVE LITERATURE STUDIES 

Rousseau may observe the young Rousseau with amusement or 
pathos, assuming that we will see through the eyes of the present 
narrator. But we need not accept the paranoid exaggerations of the 
last Rousseau or his evaluations of his earlier selves, for enough 
details are given to enable us not only to see what the narrator says 
but also to see through what the narrator says. Rousseau considers 
his "true self" to be an innocent, passive, natural, loving child, but 
as he sometimes recognizes, the ruling pattern revealed by the Con- 
fessions is that of an ambivalent Rousseau. What he does not recog- 
nize and what he shows us is that he is always trying to unite self and 
world into a perfect whole. When he fails to be wholly adopted by 
friends, lovers, and society, he withdraws to re-create and re-form the 
world, to create the condition of his acceptance by the Other, to be 
both self and Other as creator. His ecstatic experiences of com- 
munion with nature are a passive way to unity of being through 
absorption into waking dreams. Whether he is fusing with some- 
body's heart or soul, or dominating the world through words, or 
drifting on a lake, his aim is constantly to be devoured. Because 
Rousseau reveals more than he recognizes, his method of self- 
presentation enables his own interpretations of his character to func- 
tion as one level of a polyphonic, nondiscursive structure. The truth 
about Rousseau lies not in his statements about himself but in the 
whole work. 

There is a sense in which all autobiographers are unreliable nar- 
rators. As Rousseau admits, it is not possible for him to judge the 
relative importance of the events of his own life for the reader, 
because he cannot see all that the reader can see within the pattern 
of relationships that he is unfolding. Roy Pascal has had the im- 
portant insight that "in all autobiographies there is a cone of dark- 
ness at the center ....'* Even the most analytically and psycho- 
logically acute narrators of their own stories miss seeing the revela- 
tion of their own crucial needs and assumptions. The transparent 
window of autobiography reveals things to the reader that are 
invisible to the autobiographer, no matter how hard he stares at the 
portrait-mirror he has created. We cannot, finally, see ourselves as 
others see us. "What eye can see itself?" asks Stendhal. 

The creative tension between presentation and interpretation 
generates in autobiographical narratives the kind of complexity and 
ambiguity that we are used to remarking about in fiction. Interpre- 
tation governs presentation, as in St. Augustine's Confessions, where 
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all early experience is colored by its interpretation as preparation 
for his Christian mission; but interpretation is also governed by the 
persuasive power of presentation or omission. Autobiographers uti- 
lize the device of anticipation to create narrative suspense, and they 
must furnish a perspective on their experience. But if the meaning 
of any event is determined by its consequences, by the future, the 
dramatic presence of an event must also suggest its pregnancy with 
contrary or multiple possibilities. St. Augustine is careful to make 
us feel that his life was a drama, a desperate struggle between his 
will to adapt to the world and his will to serve his God. "In this 
warfare I was on both sides," says St. Augustine, and his inner con- 
flict, his ambivalence, makes his story a story - the story of auto- 
biography - of the growth of a personality through its interraction 
with the environment and communion with itself. Goethe notes in 
Dichtung und Wahrheit: "All men . . . have a double part to play 
in the world, a real and an ideal one .... The real part which has 
been assigned to us we experience only too clearly; with regard to 
the second, we seldom come into a definite knowledge about it. Man 
may seek his higher destiny on earth or in heaven, in the present or 
in the future; he nevertheless remains exposed to an everlasting 
wavering, to an ever-disturbing influence from without, until he 
once for all makes a resolution to declare that that is right which 
is suitable to his inner being." Ambivalent attitudes and multi- 
valent, symbolic scenes or themes give autobiographical structures 
a kind of contrapuntal tension and complexity. Claims made basso 

profundo may be parodied by the piccolos of sudden erotic or per- 
verse impulses; a theme stated by one instrument at the beginning 
of a work may become a four-voice fugue, as in The Education of 
Henry Adams. Adams uses education as Thomas Mann uses the 
leitmotiv, as a mode of unifying and controlling his narrative, and 
also as a means of developing it by subtly varying its context and 
tone. To anyone who believes that autobiography is formally too 
simple to merit the attention of our textual chemists, I am prepared 
to argue that the usual image-pattern studies of novels and poems 
are childishly easy compared to an analysis of Adams' orchestration 
of ironic tone and theme in his comic-prophetic masterpiece. 

The following demonstration of the rhetorical resources or art of 
autobiography is necessary to help establish the fact that auto- 
biography is a literary form but that the aesthetic function of auto- 
biography is not its major function: education or reality-testing is 
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its reason for being. Autobiography is a mixed form, less delightful 
than poetry but more useful. Valéry once used the metaphor of 
walking and dancing to distinguish between the nonartistic and 
artistic modes of language. Dancing is an action whose end is itself. 
Its usefulness consists in its function of psychic and muscular exer- 
cise and integration. Walking has a goal as its object; it is not its 
own goal. You walk to get somewhere. Nondiscursive or symbolic 
communication is fused with direct statement in autobiography; 
like poetry, it gives us possible perspectives, but it is less indirect 
than fiction in its effect on our ideas and actions. The possible per- 
spectives or windows on others' worlds coalesce more insistently into 
mirrors of self-measurement in autobiography than in other literary 
forms. The unconscious processes of identification and comparison 
that we experience while reading fiction become more conscious as 
we read autobiography. When we gaze into the autobiographical 
mirror, we can hear our clock ticking. The reason for this is that 
the waste of time and the use of time is one of the dominant themes 
of autobiography, just as the representation of time is an important 
structural problem. Unlike the characters in fiction, the people in 
autobiography work. Franklin's obsession with the spending, wast- 
ing, investing, and saving of time is well known. But the concern 
is typical of autobiographers. Cardano grows passionate: "I question 
whether we should allow anyone to waste our time. The wasting of 
time is an abomination." Autobiography itself is an attempt to save 
time, to rescue time from death, to redeem it through the word. 

Must autobiographies begin at the beginning of the author's life, 
with a dreary recitation of where his ancestors were born, what their 
names were, and what day and hour he was born? Is autobiography 
a slave to chronology? If the answer were yes, then autobiography 
would have no possible claim to being an art form, for the essential 
characteristic of art is the freedom to play with fact in such a way 
that details and data become symbols, patterns that illuminate our 
own experience. In The Lije of Henry Brulard, Stendhal begins with 
his present point of view, Stendhal at fifty, and it is not until the 
end of Chapter Two that Stendhal, reminding us of Sterne, notes: 
"After all these general observations, I will now be born." Stendhal's 
opening is very artful, a brilliantly conceived scene: We are in 
Rome; all ancient and modern Rome lies unfolding before the 
narrator; memories of historical scenes and events readily modulate 
into personal memories and into the question, "What have I really 
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been, then?" Stephen Spender's World Within World opens with 
reflections upon autobiographical form and convention: "Auto- 
biography ... is concerned with a particular person whose child- 
hood will interest us, if at all, chiefly as an interpretation of every- 
thing we have come to know about him. That autobiographers have 
to begin by plunging into their earliest memories is surely an un- 
necessary convention. So childhood is like wheels within wheels of 
this book, which begins, and revolves around, and ends with it. It 
is end and beginning, introduction and explanation." Autobiogra- 
phy has become conscious of its conventions and that the order of 
art is not the order of fact. This is not to say that an autobiography 
cannot use its traditional convention of opening with the birthplace 
and date and still achieve a resonant effect. Henry Adams immedi- 
ately transforms the fact of his birth in 1838 into its function of 
reflecting the world of 1738, and the place, Boston, becomes the 
symbol of the colonial, "troglyditic" past. The artist's interest in a 
date, or place, or event, or idea is in its function in the total struc- 
ture of the autobiography as a whole, as a unified work of art. 

Autobiography is primarily an art of perspective, an art of juxta- 
posed perspectives: the present commenting upon the past, the past 
commenting upon the present. It is an art of contrast and integra- 
tion. The tone of autobiography tends to be ironic or comic, because 
it usually represents experience gazing backward at the innocent 
illusions of the child that fathered the man and because it reflects 
the individual's ability to rise above circumstance, if only through 
retrospective analysis. Autobiographies, of course, contain tragic 
scenes, but never the death of the protagonist. The Götterdäm- 
merung theme is strong in autobiography, but it is elegiac and 
ironic rather than starkly tragic. Autobiography explores its own 
range of emotions even when dealing with the conflict of genera- 
tions, a central theme in fiction, because consciousness of develop- 
ment and change reduces dramatic tension and heightens reflective 
tension. Autobiography does not compete with fiction, drama, or 

poetry because each genre expresses and recreates an emotional 
range natural to its stance and rhetoric. The magnification of emo- 
tion that usually furnishes the major voice of fiction, poetry, and 
drama tends to become the minor voice in autobiography, sub- 
ordinate to the magnification of awareness and the tensions attend- 
ing the discovery of connections or to the centripetal concentration 
on the meaning of the past. While autobiography is frequently 
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pugnacious, enthusiastic, or prophetic, its characteristic light is not 
the larkish sun of dawn or the brawling, shattering light of noon, 
but the slanting rays of sunset, which compose and serenely celebrate 
a scene haunted by the shadows of oncoming night. In this light, 
to the sound of golden horns, the autobiographer often sees the 
flowers, faces, and forests of his life, the road he has taken, just 
before all is darkness and silence. That is no country for young 
men - and yet it is, if one would know what to expect and how to 
endure. 

The difficulty of getting one's life in focus, of sharpening details 
without blurring perspectives, or of outlining perspectives which 
do not dehydrate the blood of experience, is perhaps the most crucial 
challenge to the art of the autobiographer. In a note inserted at the 
end of the first part of If It Die, Gide has explained some of the 
difficulties posed by autobiographical writing: 
... I have meant all along to say everything. But in making confidences 
there is a limit which cannot be overstepped without artifice, without 
strain; and what I aim at above all is to be natural. No doubt there is in 
me some intellectual need that inclines me to simplify everything to excess 
for the sake of tracing my lines with greater purity; all drawing necessitates 
choice; but what hampers me most is having to represent states that are 
really one confused blend of simultaneous happenings as though they were 
successive. I am a creature of dialogue; everything in me is conflicting and 
contradictory. Memoirs are never more than half sincere, however great 
the desire for truth; everything is always more complicated than one makes 
out. 

The chaotic density of experience defies direct representation; the 
strategies of indirection must be used to simulate, to give the illu- 
sion of a life being lived or relived. Trotsky writes: "I relate long-ago 
conversations in dialogue form. No one will demand a verbatim 
report .... Nor do I claim such accuracy. Some of these dialogues 
have rather a symbolic character." Many devices of compression and 
clarification are utilized by autobiographers. One of the most im- 
portant conventions is the structural metaphor of the "turning 
point." After dramatizing with terrific intensity the scene of people 
getting crushed while trying to see Stalin's coffin, Yevtushenko be- 
gins a new chapter with the words: "That day was a turning point 
in my life and therefore a turning point in my poetry as well. I 
realized that there was no one to do our thinking for us now. . . . 
A feeling of responsibility, not only for myself but for our whole 
country, came upon me ... ." Similarly, Rousseau structures his 
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Confessions around crucial turning points, like the meeting with 
"Mama" Warens, the affair with Madame d'Houdetot, and the 
question propounded by the Dijon Academy: "Has the progress of 
the sciences and art done more to corrupt morals or improve them?" 
"The moment I read this," comments Rousseau, "I beheld another 
universe and became another man." Yevtushenko and Rousseau are 
drawing their lines very clearly for the sake of dramatic impact and 
narrative perspective. In life as lived, of course, turning points do 
not appear so carefully marked or so readily detachable from the 
web of daily experience. Life's long arcs become the sharp angles of 
literature. 

The texture of autobiography consists of a complex interweaving 
of dramatic presentation and reflection. Rousseau is very careful to 
substantiate general comments about his nature with detailed 
"proofs" in the form of scenes, remarks by others, and letters; so that 
propositions are followed by or emerge from illustrations. The lens 
we see through is continually narrowing and expanding during the 
narrative. Years may be reduced to the formula of a typical day, or 
we may move in close to the veining of a leaf and overhear the 
thudding of Rousseau's hyperbolic heart. The autobiography nmst 
know when to dramatize and when to summarize. He must he a 
master of the art of anticipation: "I was far from foreseeing that one 
day this young person would decide my fate," says Rousseau, noting 
his first meeting with Madame d'Houdetot. We must know what the 

protagonist of the narrative knows now and did not know then: 
the consequences of a face or a word. Most autobiographers do not 

try to evoke the perspective of their younger selves in detail, or at 
least they frame this perspective in the interpretation of the present 
point of view. Sartre does this in Words with an uncannily dramatic 
sense of immediacy: "I was not on earth to enjoy things but to draw 

up a balance-sheet ... I had recoiled before the dangers of an 
existence that was open, free, and without guarantees from provi- 
dence, and I had convinced myself that everything was decreed in 
advance, or, better still, had already happened. ... I chose for a 
future the past of a famous dead man, and I tried to live backwards. 
Between the ages of nine and ten, I became entirely posthumous." 
Gide tries to avoid the stringent ironic perspective of the present 
point of view by resurrecting his earlier selves, promising "to relate 
fact, motions of my heart and mind ... in the same light in which 
I first saw them. . . ." This is impossible, as Gide well knows, but 
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earlier states of mind can be approximated, given a kind of dramatic 
presence. Yeats, in Reveries, frequently achieves the naive tone of a 
child's wonder at the world: "We went to live in a house like those 
we had seen in pictures and even met people dressed like people in 
the story-books .... The newness of everything, the empty houses 
where we played at hide-and-seek and the strangeness of it all, made 
us feel that we were living among toys. We could imagine people 
living happy lives as we thought people did long ago when the poor 
were picturesque and the master of the house could tell of strange 
adventures over the sea." This is not memory, but art. A poet's ear 
for the ingenuous has selected these particular words and rhythms 
to give presence to the past. The autobiographer is the maker of an 
illusion. He must enable us to see. As John Ruskin has said, "Hun- 
dreds of people can talk for one who can think, but thousands cao 
think for one who can see." 

Perspective in autobiography involves more than just the evoca- 
tion of a past self or the past seen and interpreted by a present self: 
it involves montage. And contemporary autobiographers are well 
aware of this, as this passage in Spender's World Within World 
reveals: "I have written of many presences, ghosts from the past, 
which surround me, and my aim has been to describe what I am, 
by making a large sum of a great many ever-present pictures of 
experience. I want to depict these omnipresent selves rather than a 
new and emergent self of today. If I have changed, I have done so 
not so much in having shed some of these presences, as in having 
rearranged them in their relation with one another, shifting the 
emphasis slightly, changing a pattern, rather than outgrowing the 
old, or making an entirely new pattern out of new elements." 
Stendhal continually reminds us of this superimposition of new 
selves upon old in The Life of Henry Brulard: "As I was in 1799, so 
I am still in 1836; but I have learnt to hide all this [romantic sensi- 
bility] under an irony which is imperceptible to the vulgar . . . ." 
Related to the art of superimposition is the art of arts, the art of 
transition. Many autobiographers - St. Augustine, Yevtushenko, 
Yeats, Sartre, Stendhal - have avoided the problem of strict nar- 
rative stitchery, without sacrificing continuity, by resorting to the 
use of many short chapters, complete in themselves and not requir- 
ing the tedious explicit linkages and bridge passages of traditional 
narrative. The spaces between passages or chapters are like cinematic 
transitions that simultaneously signal discontinuity and continuity. 
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The new image or chapter integrates itself into the narrative by 
developing a previously exposed theme, returning to a familiar place 
or character, or simply by continuing the tone of the narrative. Part 
of the perspective of every autobiography is the narrative tone, 
which may range from the ecstatic to the ironic within any work 
but which may settle in a unifying distinctive key or tonal center. 
Cellini, for example, tends to be exuberantly contentious. The art 
of modulation or transition also involves argumentation by juxta- 
position, a subtle form of persuasion that negates or reinforces epi- 
sodes by carefully arranging what goes before and after. Rousseau 
usually contrives to place an episode that embarrasses him between 
episodes that exalt his goodness. 

A traditional literary form that functions within the autobiogra- 
phy, but which has received very little attention recently, is the 
portrait or "Character": the concise description, evocation, or sum- 
mation of an individual personality. Both Gide and Stendhal con- 

sciously studied and practiced the art of the character, with La 

Bruyère as their master. This form flourished in early English 
biography and in the art of novelists like Dickens, but, being a kind 
of static combination of a composite photograph and an X ray, 
it is incompatible with the dynamic and developmental intricacies 
of modern biography and modern fiction: it survives mainly in the 

portrait galleries of autobiography. Yeats is a master of the charac- 
ter; the "strange red-haired girl" who hated her own genius is only 
one of the haunting, vivid, yet "framed" persons that his artistry 
creates. In giving us John O'Leary, John F. Taylor, Oscar Wilde, 
his grandfather, and many other portraits, Yeats lets us hear them 

speaking in their own idiosyncratic tones of voice, so that his book 
is peopled not only by living pictures but also by the voices of old 
Ireland. Problems of space preclude any detailed demonstration of 
the art of the character; even Rousseau's brilliant portrait of My 
Lord Justice Simon, the dandyish dwarf with two voices, is too long 
to quote. The crucial factor in the composition of a character is to 
select the vibrant detail that reveals the entire personality of the 

subject - the entire personality as the observer sees it, of course, for 
no modern autobiographical artist would claim he is presenting the 

thing-in-itself. 
Related to the character is the portrait of a type, like Trotsky's 

characterization of American Socialists as immigrant Babbitts, 
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Stendhal's characterization of the Dauphiné mind, or Henry Adams' 
acid and accurate portrayal of the American: 
The American thought of himself as a restless, pushing, energetic ingenious 
person, always awake and trying to get ahead of his neighbors. Perhaps 
this . . . might be correct for New York or Chicago; it was not correct for 
Washington .... There the American showed himself . . . like Grant, 
inarticulate, uncertain, distrustful of himself, still more distrustful of 
others, and awed by money. That the American, by temperament, worked 
to excess, was true; work and whiskey were his stimulants . . . but he 
never cared much for money or power after he earned them ... he had 
no use for wealth . . . one went to study them in Europe. Bored, patient, 
helpless, pathetically dependent on his wife and daughters; indulgent to 
excess . . . the American was to be met at every railway station in Europe, 
carefully explaining to every listener that the happiest day of his life 
would be the day he should land on the pier at New York. He was ashamed 
to be amused .... Work, whiskey, and cards were life. 

If we add TV to Adams' summation, it will do nicely for 1968. 
Autobiography is a major mode of exploring the life of a society, 
for an individual must either exemplify his time by his conscious 
articulation or unconscious assimilation of its norms, or define him- 
self as Henry Adams does by divesting himself of the ill-fitting suits 
of new American life-styles. The formulation of the "character" of 
a group or society requires skills of selection, compression, concrete- 
ness, psychological acuteness, and awareness of how details become 
symbols. 

The brief self-image, as distinct from the entire autobiographical 
whole, is another relatively unstudied aspect of the art of auto- 
biography. Such self-images are attempts to compress the writer's 
view of himself into "essence"; when this essence becomes an image, 
as it frequently does, then the formal function of the self-image fuses 
with that of thematic organization. So, for example, when Stendhal 
tells us that he is Spanish, Castilian, and quixotic, that his greatest 
pleasure is dreaming, and that "all my life I have seen the idea and 
not the reality," he is developing the major theme of his symbolic 
drama, the struggle of the romantic imagination against the realities 
of the bourgeois, provincial Dauphiné mind. Rousseau gives us 
many self-images, but perhaps his most accurate one discovers Jean- 
Jacques as an ambivalent process. He has a heart "at once proud 
and affectionate, and a character at once effeminate and inflexible, 
which by always wavering between weakness and courage, between 
self-indulgence and virtue, has throughout my life set me in conflict 
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with myself, to such effect that abstinence and enjoyment, pleasure 
and prudence have alike eluded me." Sartre literally looks into the 
mirror to find an image of himself: 

My true self, my character and my name were in the hand of adults; I had 
learned to see myself through their eyes .... When they were not there, 
they left their attention behind them, part of the light; I used to run and 
leap through this attention which preserved my status as a model grandson 
. . . one transparent certainty spoilt everything: I was an imposter. How 
can you act a part without knowing it? ... I could feel my actions chang- 
ing into gestures .... Lands and a house give a young heir a stable image 
of himself ... I remained an abstraction. To an owner, this world's goods 
reflect what he is; they taught me what I was not. / was not stable or 
permanent .... I went and made faces in front of a mirror . . . the 
mjjror was a great help to me: I gave it the job of teaching me that I 
was a monster; if it succeeded, my bitter remorse would turn to pity . . . 
The remedy was worse than the disease . . . The mirror had told me 
what I had always known: I was horribly ordinary. I have never gotten 
over it. 

Sartre's concern with being seen, with recognition by others as a 
crucial factor in the formation of identity, with the difficulty of 
sustaining an authentic sense of self and relationship, brings us to 
the major evidence that autobiography is a shaped literary form: 
thematic organization. 

The discussion of the artistic resources of autobiography could be 
sustained indefinitely by an exploration of the dramatized scene, 
which functions in autobiography in a way well known to the stu- 
dent of fiction, bringing a sense of immediate presence and reveal- 
ing character through dialogue. Scene in autobiography plays a less 
important role than in the novel: autobiographical scenes tend to 
be brief and are less "realized" - in the Jamesian sense of full orches- 
tral articulation of tone, gesture, atmosphere, and consequence - 
than those in fiction. Rousseau's humiliating encounter with Giuli- 
etta of the malformed nipple (an encounter which climaxes in the 

expression of her scorn for his impotence: "Give up the ladies and 
study mathematics") is a good example of the brief dramatic scene 
in autobiography. 

Any structural element of autobiography can be shown to possess 
conventional or artistic potential, even the use of the third person 
by the narrator. The usual comment on the adoption of the third 
person by the narrator of an autobiography is that this is done for 
"distance." But "distance" is not one thing: it is a flexible rhetorical 
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resource. Adams does use the third person to give him ironic dis- 
tance from his earlier selves, the objects and vehicles of his satirical 
revelations. But Dali uses the third person so that he can adore him- 
self; Rousseau uses the third person to pity poor "Jean-Jacques"; 
Trotsky uses the third person by shifting to memoirs that furnish 
ammunition for his defense of his own self-image against the hostile 
images manufactured by Stalinists. The use of the third person for 
purposes of narration returns us to the problem of the subject as 
object. The way others see oneself, the way Other becomes self, the 
way one sees previous selves - these are the themes and processes of 
the autobiographical mirror phenomenon. But autobiography trans- 
forms subject into object without a mirror or, rather, through the 
metaphorical, metamorphic mirror of memory and imagination. At 
the center of this labyrinthine hall of mirrors shimmers the dynamic 
representation of the interaction of self and world, the miraculous 
process of identity formation. 

Ill 

The psychologist Erik Erikson, perhaps the most influential scien- 
tific explorer of the nature of individual identity, has persistently 
maintained a psychosocial perspective. For him, the term "identity" 
connotes a process of inner continuity and also a sharing of some 
kind of essence with others. Identity is a coalescence or coincidence 
of self-image and social recognition. Erikson turns to Shaw's preface 
to his early novel Immaturity in order to illustrate his thesis. Shaw 
wrote: "The truth is that all men are in a false position in society 
until they have realized their possibilities, and imposed them on 
their neighbors. They are tormented by a continual shortcoming in 
themselves; yet they irritate others by a continual overweening. This 
discord can be resolved by acknowledged success or failure only: 
everyone is ill at ease until he has found his natural place . . . ." 
Erikson readily fits Shaw's insight into his developmental scheme: 
"Identity formation . . . begins where the usefulness of identifica- 
tion ends. It arises from the selective repudiation and . . . assimila- 
tion of childhood identifications, and their absorption in a new 
configuration, which in turn, is dependent on the process by which 
a society (often through subsocieties) identifies the young individual, 
recognizing him as somebody who had to become the way he is, and 
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who, being the way he is, is taken for granted." 2 Identity formation 
is a process of integrating present selves with earlier selves; it is also 
a process of aligning this synthesized self as it appears to the subject 
with the self that is recognized by others. 

Autobiography normally tells the story of childhood identifica- 
tions and of integration of earlier selves and then proceeds to drama- 
tize the tension between one's self-image and the way one is seen. 
It is, in Shaw's terms, a final attempt to impose ourselves upon our 
neighbors, to make the mirror and the window coincide so that we 
can fit inside our skins, comfortable in the knowledge that the 
impostor seen by others - that dwarf, that usurper - has now been 
displaced by the imperial and genuine self. The emperor is wearing 
new clothes. 

Roy Pascal has noticed the contrast between what he calls a man's 
"Life-illusion" and the rather fixed "likeness" we observers have, but 
he has not stressed this as a motive for writing autobiography or 
made it a dominant theme. Autobiography tells a story of recogni- 
tion and attempts to align the private face in the mirror with the 
public face in the window. Rousseau says of his young self: "My 
tests were over, and my general reputation . . . was that of a young 
man of the highest expectations, who was not in his proper place 
but was expected to get there. But my proper place was not that 
generally assigned to me ... ." He protests that fate has always 
placed him simultaneously too high and too low; he defends him- 
self against the accusations hurled against him; he is not Antichrist, 
not a monster; he is the honorable, innocent, persecuted Jean- 
Jacques. "I was an infidel, an atheist, a lunatic, a madman, a wild 
beast, a wolf .... As I sought in vain for the cause of this unani- 
mous hostility, I almost believed that the whole world had gone 
mad." Rousseau's desperation emerges from the radical divergence 
of his self-image from the way he is viewed by his enemies. The 
Confessions ends with a threatening assertion: this is me; whoever 
says otherwise is a liar. Rousseau's Confessions is an extreme but not 
a unique example of autobiography as a revision of what others see. 
Trotsky, for example, is obsessively engaged in correcting the Stalin- 
ist rewriting of history and distortion of his life's meaning. 

Yeats's concept of the anti-self may be viewed as an attempt on his 
part to affirm that ideal self that Goethe spoke of by gathering it into 
the Church of Poetic Tradition, thus avoiding a materialistic age's 
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judgment of the invisible self that Yeats evaluated not through social 
recognition but by its correspondence with the eternal forms. It is 
not fortuitous that Yeats felt that his reception of the Nobel Prize 
would make a fitting conclusion to his book, for the Royal Court at 
Stockholm fuses religious ceremony with contemporary recognition, 
and thus crowns Yeats with double recognition. Cellini is always 
anxious to relate to us how others have praised him and his work 
because his sense of his own value, as powerful as it is, must con- 
tinually be confirmed by his fame. Competition and creation must 
lead to recognition. When Cellini is cast into prison, a vision of God 
furnishes him with the necessary justification; even more important, 
Michelangelo recognizes him as the best goldsmith and a great sculp- 
tor. What negative judgments or accusations could stand against 
Cellini's chorus of Popes, kings, and artists, or the solo arias by God 
and Michelangelo? Cellini's victims and antagonists are silenced, 
especially the corpses. 

Stendhal is not as obsessed with recognition as Cellini, Trotsky, 
or Rousseau. But he is very much involved in the attempt to recon- 
cile what he knows of himself with what is known of him. "I am 
taken for a very witty and unfeeling man, a Lovelace even, and I 
see that I have spent most of my time in unhappy love-affairs." 
Stendhal is trying to know himself in order to clarify his image for 
the reader of the future. Norbert Wiener also writes out of an inner 
sense of imbalance between self-estimation and recognition and from 
a need to counterbalance the rejections he suffered in the past by an 
account of present triumphs: "I was never able to forget that the 
people to whom I owed the greatest part of my recognition were not 
Americans." His book is a mode of making us see his stature in the 
past, before his size was visible. Few men and fewer autobiographers 
have had the good fortune to be seen as they saw themselves from 
the time of their youth to the time of their maturity. Goethe was 
such a man, however, and this is reflected in the serenity of Dichtung 
und Wahrheit 

Goethe, however, was driven to write by a psychological need as 
tormenting as the need for recognition: the need for inner integra- 
tion. He himself tells us of "that tendency from which my whole 
life long I could not deviate, namely, of transforming into an image, 
a poem, everything that pleased or troubled me or otherwise occu- 
pied me, and to come to some understanding with myself about it 
in order to rectify my conceptions of external things as well as to 
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tranquillize my inner being about them. For no one was this gift 
more necessary than for me, whose nature flung him continually 
from one extreme to the other/' Goethe found that objectification 
was therapeutic, integrative. He calls all his works fragments of one 
great confession. Autobiography emerges from a desire to under- 
stand and integrate one's selves through the process of objectifying, 
which involves not only expression but, as Stendhal continually 
reminds us, discovery. 

There is a close relationship between the psychological patterns 
that integrate a life and the symbolic events or themes that integrate 
autobiography as a literary form. Henry Adams' education is both 
his life and his theme; Stendhal's dialectical struggle between his 
bourgeois heritage and his "Spanish" aspirations organizes his book 
as well as his personality; self-overcoming is simultaneously Gide's 
life-process and the theme of his autobiographical writing. In the 
Epilogue to Ex-Prodigy, Norbert Wiener writes: "I could come very 
near the boast that not one of these seemingly desultory years of 
finding myself was wasted, and that I have integrated them all into 
a later career centering about a few highly organized principles." 
Wiener was very much aware that his life unfolded as a pattern 
developing out of inner needs, and this pattern is what his auto- 

biography reveals through its structure. The freakish, mechanically 
inept child prodigy who was dominated, misunderstood, rejected, 
and isolated, will later develop Cybernetics, the theory of communi- 
cation and control in the machine and in the living organism, and 

incorporate the whole world into the realm of his travels and moral 

perspective. There are few accidents here; the harmony of need and 
event in Wiener's life and in other autobiographies compels one to 
wonder at the mystery Thomas Mann ponders in his essay "Freud 
and the Future": we grow by regressing and reacting to childhood, 
living out the pattern established there, celebrating the past through 
its variation in the present, thus revealing that the giver of all con- 
ditions is the psyche. Wiener, like Goethe, organized his life through 
the manipulation of symbols. Man is - as Cassirer and, more re- 

cently, Kenneth Burke have claimed - the symbolizing animal. Auto- 

biography is a form that enables a man to symbolically integrate his 
life experience, to become at one with himself, to transform the body 
into the word. Through autobiography, man redeems himself from 
the flux of time and lives again in the word made flesh. 

Every autobiography testifies to the power of models and then 
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participates in the cycle of incarnations by becoming a model itself. 
In What is Literature? Sartre mocks the role of "models and recipes" 
in the life of the French writer. He suggests that "it's not bad to start 
one's life like Rimbaud, to begin a Goethean return to order in one's 
thirties, to throw oneself at fifty, like Zola, into a public debate. 
After that, you can choose the death of Nerval, Byron, or Shelley." 
Sartre is satirizing those who do not realize the myths they are living 
but only masquerade and pose. In Words, Sartre burlesques his 
childhood identifications with popular heroes; yet Sartre is, despite 
himself, participating in and perpetuating the role of the writer as 
hero, soldier, savior. He is living his myth consciously, hence ironi- 
cally. By writing his autobiography, he is making old myths avail- 
able in new forms and creating new tones of voice and ways of mea- 
suring universal fantasies. He is testifying that Roquentin-Sartre has 
endured the disease of consciousness inherited from Dostoyevsky's 
"underground man" and other literary and actual ancestors, and he 
is showing us how to endure. Sartre's "lucidity" is itself a new myth 
for young writers to live. We must have models, roles, myths, atti- 
tudes to identify with, because they enable us to structure time, 
shield ourselves from inner and external chaos, prepare the next 
move. By identifying with models, consciously and unconsciously 
selecting and rejecting, we synthesize the self that best conforms to 
our ruling pattern, without ceasing to be recognizable and typical. 

Autobiography as a story of integration is inseparable from the 
problems of recognition and adaptation. Development is inseparable 
from context. Stephen Spender reveals how self-conscious contem- 
porary autobiographers can be about the nature and function of 
autobiography: "An autobiographer is really writing the story of 
two lives: his life as it appears to himself, from his own position, 
when he looks out at the world from behind his eye-sockets; and his 
life as it appears from outside in the minds of others; a view which 
tends to become in part his own view of himself also, since he is 
influenced by the opinion of those others . . . the great problem 
of autobiography ... is to create the true tension between these 
inner and outer, subjective and objective, worlds." The tension 
between these worlds is often revealed through the implicit theme 
of autobiography: adaptation. 

Men who had always felt at peace with themselves and the world 
around them would have no need to write autobiographies. An auto- 
biography recreates a man's struggle to adapt to the demands of his 
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environment or to transform that environment and adapt it to his 
own needs. Cellini's story is an Odyssey, with Cellini-Ulysses striving 
daily to reach the Ithaca of creative autonomy. In the midst of 
despair about the circumstances attending the creation of "Perseus" 
and about the death of his son, Cellini shakes off a murderous rage, 
then prays that God will enable him to finish his work and in that 
way enable him to revenge himself on his enemies. "Then for all 
that my grief had nearly crushed me, in my usual way I made a 
virtue out of necessity, and as best I could tried to accustom myself 
to it." Cellini not only manages to adapt to adverse circumstances 
but usually contrives to transform a defeat into a victory, evil into 
good. In episode after picaresque episode, wit, energy, and imagina- 
tion transform necessity into opportunity. Cast this genius into a 
dungeon and he will ascend the ladder of vision if he cannot escape 
in any other way. "The art of our necessities is strange / And can 
make vile things precious/' says King Lear. Wiener's comment about 
the scientific imagination applies to the life of every great auto- 
biographer: "Everything is grist to his mill." Circumstance does not 
dominate or govern our lives: it is the stone on which we grind the 
grains of the present into the food of the future. 

Autobiography is a comic genre in that it asserts the ego's tran- 
scendence of circumstance. Yeats writes: "As life goes on we discover 
that certain thoughts sustain us in defeat, or give us victory, whether 
over ourselves or others ... the victory is an intellectual daily 
recreation of all that exterior fate snatches away, and so that fate's 
antithesis . . . ." Man is a phoenix, continually refusing to die in 
the furnace of fact. Rousseau writes: "My imagination, which in my 
youth always looked forward but now looks back, compensates me 
with these sweet memories for the hope I have lost for ever." Auto- 

biography bears witness to man's ability to console himself, to com- 

pensate himself, to confront the future with confidence. Gide writes: 
"The kind of faith I had in my predestination as a poet made me 
welcome whatever happened to me and look at everything I met 

upon my path as if it had been sent providentially ... I still . . . 
in the worst adversities instinctively look around for what may 
amuse or instruct me. I even push the amor fati so far that I cannot 
bring myself to believe that any other event, any other issue would 
have suited me better." At the end of My Life, Trotsky denies that 
he has suffered a personal tragedy; invoking Goethe, he rises above 

subjectivity and identifies himself with the historical process. The 
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pattern of Sartre's Words is that of defeat, withdrawal, and then 
triumph, usually through the soldiers and saviors of the fact-con- 
quering imagination. However, as Sartre's ironic awareness con- 
tinually reminds us, the struggle of self against world must remain 
a dialectic; the substitution of fantasy for reality, always tempting, 
can lose us in a world where all windows become a single staring 
mirror. 

Ernest Jones begins his autobiography by reflecting that "much of 
life consists in the gradual taming of the grandiloquent hopes and 
fantasies of infancy." Every autobiography tells the story of an edu- 
cation to reality through the ceaseless testing operations of the mind. 
Mill's attempt to overcome the desiccating utilitarian-rationalist 
fantasies of his education is just as much a part of the mind's 
attempt to prevent itself from being enthralled by itself as Stendhal's 
struggle to defend himself against romantic wish distortions, "these 
Spanish sentiments" which kept him living in clouds of heroism so 
that every day he was cheated in the marketplace. One of the orga- 
nizing centers of autobiography as symbolic drama is this continual 
struggle to adjust the mind to the facts of life without crippling 
one's capacity to change the facts by imagining a new nature, a new 
self, a new society. 

The counsel Gothe received from his older friend Merck was 
sound advice: "Your striving, your unswerving direction is ... to 
give poetic form to the real; others seek to make real the so-called 
poetic, the imaginative, and nothing comes of that but stupid stuff." 
Goethe created Werther, purged himself of Werther. Others tried to 
become Werther and committed suicide. But Merck's perspective on 
the relations between dichtung und Wahrheit is not the only one. 
Yeats's attempts to regenerate the Irish nation and to change the 
thought of the world are not merely "stupid stuff." Yevtushenko's 
friend tells him, "to be a poet in our time, it's not enough only to 
be a poet." And Yevtushenko comes to understand why "it is no 
accident that Russia's tyrants regarded Russian poets as their most 
dangerous enemies .... Russia's poets were always fighters for the 
future 

Autobiography fuses past, present, and future. As Trotsky states: 
"This book is not a dispassionate photograph of my life . . . but a 
component part of it. In these pages, I continue the struggle to 
which my whole life is devoted. Describing, I also characterize and 
evaluate; narrating, I also defend myself and more often attack." 



THE DARK CONTINENT OF LITERATURE 451 

Malcolm X could have made a similar declaration. Goethe's tend- 
ency "to notice what was above me, to recognize it, to demand it, 
and where possible to imitate it creatively" has furnished many men 
with a model, especially through Nietzsche's conceptualization of 
this process as ceaseless "self-overcoming." Yeats and Gide proclaim 
with Goethe that man makes himself, and they participate in what 
Mann calls the imitatio Goethe. Stephen Spender's incarnation and 
articulation of this process illuminates this tradition and also par- 
ticipates in it by furnishing a new and more contemporary model of 
the dialectical process of self-acceptance and self-transformation: "So 
I learned both to accept myself and to aim beyond myself. Self- 
knowledge, I realized, might result simply in a fatalistic self-accept- 
ance. This is an illusion, because it is a static idea of oneself . . . 
one never is, one is only moving. The ideal is a conception of a goal 
shared by others which unites separately existing individuals within 
shared values ... is the tension between past acceptance and future 
endeavor, between die isolated individual and the community 

Reality in autobiography is a spectrum ranging from private 
fantasy to global obligation to all mankind. Autobiography cele- 
brates both the variety of human idiosyncrasies and the community 
of common experience. It celebrates both the Faustian striving to 
transform civilization and the nirvanic bliss of feeling at peace with 
self, society, and nature. It mirrors the infinity of human possibilities 
and gives us windows through which we can observe the concrete 
activities of people in all conditions, times, and places. It spans 
human consciousness from the first remembered word to the last 
words of advice offered by the sage. Each individual work contains 
its own dialectical configuration but also participates in the argu- 
ment of the whole genre. Shall we memorialize the past and preserve 
its golden norms, or make a separate peace for ourselves in the 
present, or join the war to father the future? Shall we measure our- 
selves with the measure that society uses on us, or shall we, like Sean 
O'Casey, assert our self-image and the values it represents against an 
insane society? How can we reconcile the claims of aesthetic and 
ethical perspectives? Shall we, like Herbert Read at the end of The 
Contrary Experience, celebrate Nietzsche's command, "Become what 
thou art," by turning inward to our central self, confident that we 
can "live in harmony with natural law"? Is human nature given, or 
is it made? Do we, as John Wain claims in Sprightly Running, fash- 
ion our lives in accordance with "mental pictures" forged by artists 
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who "form the consciousness of their time"? Autobiography always 
argues ad hominem. We are likely to be moved most by the lives of 
men who are most like ourselves, but then we can always become 
unlike ourselves. The temptations of the possible: are they diaboli- 
cal, divine, or simply human? The autobiographical mirror is never 
simple. It can be ominously indulgent, like the pool that swallowed 
Narcissus, or it can become Sartre's blazing mirror that turns us 
toward self-transforming action. But the mirror image created by 
another person is always simultaneously a window opening upon 
his world and a mirror of our own. 

IV 

The dominant themes of autobiography, its structuring symbols 
and organizing perspectives, are education or development, recogni- 
tion, self-overcoming, adaptation, the conflict o£ opposing tendencies 
(Past and Present, Hellenic and Hebraic, Aesthetic and Ethical, 
Romantic and Bourgeois), integration, the exploration of motiva- 
tion and the boundaries of the human, historical change, and the 
mirror-window. The story of one's growth within a profession seems 
to me to be a function of one's growth or education and should be 
subsumed under this larger category. Autobiography is a form of 
communication that unites inner worlds, past and present, self and 
world. It is both an assertion of self against the world, an attempt 
to conquer chaos through order and definition, and also a sub- 
mission to the world, ä confession of connection. It is an attempt to 
redeem time through the independent life of style and form. It is a 
mode of thanking those who have shaped one's life, those with 
whom one has identified: a repayment and also an assumption of 
debt. Through the autobiography, the child is transformed into the 
father of those who later use his experience or imitate his tone, who 
identify with his positions. 

Although I have concentrated on factors common to autobiogra- 
phy as a genre, I do not mean to obscure the problem of the classifi- 
cation of autobiographies according to mode or to suggest that each 
autobiography does not have its own peculiar constructive logic, 
imagery, or tone. Wayne Shumaker has divided autobiography into 
three modes: the expository, the expository-narrative, and the narra- 
tive; and his analysis of the autobiographies of Mill and Trollope 
and of Moore's Hail and Farewell as respective exemplifications of 
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these three modes is very illuminating. Those who fail to see the 
literary significance of autobiography are subject to the same rebuke 
that Rousseau directed to those who could not see the value of study- 
ing plants: "The constant similarity, and at the same time the pro- 
digious variety, that obtains in their composition only affects those 
who have some knowledge of the vegetable world. Others, when they 
look at all these treasures of nature ... see nothing in its detail, 
because they do not even know what they ought to look at; and they 
fail equally to see the whole, because they have no idea of that chain 
of relations and combinations, which is so marvelous that it over- 
whelms the observer's mind." The flora of the dark continent of 
literature continue to bloom, the formal radiance of each auto- 
biographical work undiminished by the fact that it shines unseen. 
The human revelance of autobiography is undeniable, but until we 
stop looking at the autobiographies of Henry Adams, Gibbon, Mill, 
and Franklin as unique and isolated productions; until we set them 
alongside the works of St. Augustine, Cellini, Rousseau, Goethe, 
Trotsky, and Sartre; until we begin seeing a sequence and a tradi- 
tion - until then, we shall not really be seeing the variety, unity, and 

possibility of this genre. 
The inventions of the fictional imagination, prodigious as they 

are, ranging from Falstaff to Stavrogin, cannot really rival the inven- 
tive powers of life. What novelist could produce a Cellini, a Goethe, 
a Rousseau, a Trotsky, a Wiener? These men are wildly unthink- 
able, incredibly complex creations whose careers are vitally impor- 
tant to an understanding of the development of human conscious- 
ness and the fate of Western civilization. No, I am not detaching the 
men from the autobiography as a literary form. Wiener quite delib- 

erately sets himself the literary problem of making the beauty of 
mathematical creation accessible to what another mathematician has 
called the "ill-numerate" public, and the epic scope and significance 
of Trotsky's career is in his autobiography. Shall we ignore such 
works because they demand that we learn some history in order to 

appreciate them fully? It seems to me that this is a reason to insist 
that they be taught as literature. A literary work is never indepen- 
dent of its social and historic context, and those students, professors, 
and critics of literature who wish to live within the timeless Lichten- 
steinian borders of the sonnet may well be failing in their job as 
educators because they refuse to confront the dialectical relation- 

ships between present and past selves and between the individual 
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and his society that constitute the central concern of autobiography. 
C. Wright Mills has written that the crucial task of education is "to 
keep us from being overwhelmed," and I can think of few works 
more suited to perform this Mithridatic initiation into the vortex 
of Cold War life than the autobiographies of Henry Adams, the 
alienated American, and Leon Trotsky, the Russian scapegoat. 

Unlike the characters and authors of many modern novels in the 
ironic-ambiguous or nihilistic mode, the autobiographer stands be- 
hind his words and actions. He assumes responsibility for them. 
Despite the indirection of his art and the fact that a narrator is 
always a persona and not the "real" man, the autobiographer does 
speak for himself, and he speaks directly to us about ourselves. At 
this moment in history, when the individual may well be submerged 
by the tidal wave of institutionalization that is sweeping the earth, 
when the vicarious experience furnished by the mass media threat- 
ens to substitute public images for personal experience, we cannot 
afford to ignore the heritage of autobiographies that compulsive, 
tormented, creative individuals have left to us. Now is the time to 
examine the meaning and the value of individual life. Now is the 
time to examine the repertoire of traditional roles open to Western 
man and to see whether new plays could or should be written to 
preserve some of the old patterns and create new ones. Now is the 
time to realize that mankind is the true man, that though we are all 
of women born and destined to die, we can, while we live, liberate 
ourselves from the ignorance of our parents, provide models and 
standards of measurement for our children, and work to create a 
more livable world. The contemplation of autobiographies can draw 
us nearer to ourselves and to one another, can motivate us to 
"become what we are," both for ourselves and for others, can move 
us to change. Man makes himself. 

Stephen A. Shapiro • University of California, Irvine 

NOTES 

1. See Roy Pascal, Design and Truth in Autobiography (Cambridge, Mass., 
1960); Robert F. Sayre, The Examined Self: Benjamin Franklin, Henry Adams, 
Henry James (Princeton, N.J., 1964); Wayne Shumaker, English Autobiography 
(Berkeley, Calif., 1954); Margaret Bottrall, Every Man a Phoenix: Studies in Seven- 
teenth Century Autobiography (London, 1958); Henri Peyre, Literature and 
Sincerity (New Haven, Conn., 1963); Keith Rinhart, "The Victorian Approach to 
Autobiography/* Modern Philology, LI. 

z. dee JcriK urutson, identity ana i ne jli/¿ cycle (New York, 195»). 
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