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One hears again and again the complaint that, though biography continues
to be immensely popular with the book-buying public, it tends to be ignored
by the academic world and has, compared with other literary genres, inspired
very little serious reflection. One also hears repeatedly that the aim of this or
that conference is to begin the process of providing biography with the critical
reflection, with the poetics, or—and this demand gets more strident as time
goes by—with the theory that has up to now been lacking.

Or so (wearily?) remarked Ray Monk in 2007." In her introduction, Melanie Nolan
approvingly reproduces this quote in full (p. 23) to distinguish her research agenda
from that of other scholars of biography studies. Setting aside the question of whether
there is in fact a ‘fear of theory’ among biographers, Biography: An Historiography
examines how academic historians have written biography—in English—from the
Victorian era to the present. Nolan is well equipped to cover this ground, having
served since 2008 as director of the National Centre of Biography at The Australian
National University and general editor of the Australian Dictionary of Biography.
She convincingly demonstrates that historians writing biography have never been
theory averse but have instead experimented with a wide range of theoretical and
methodological approaches, all while remaining empiricists.”

Eschewing a linear narrative, or a focus on a supposed ‘biographical turn’, the book
instead examines seven major debates over theory and method. These are examined
in chronological order, albeit with some overlap:

the Victorian debate over the role of the heroic individual in history; the
post-Victorian debate over artful or scientific approaches to history; the
debate over other minds and the role of Freudianism; the Cold War debate
over contingency, counterfactuals, and causation; the postwar debate over
atomising lives or prosopographical systems; the late twentieth-century debate
over the singularisation of history; and the current debate over life writing and
egohistoire. (p. 18)

1 Ray Monk, ‘Life without Theory: Biography as an Exemplar of Philosophical Understanding’, Poetics Today 28,
no. 3 (2007): 527-70, quote at 556, doi.org/10.1215/03335372-2007-007.

2 Hans Renders and David Veltman, eds, Fear of Theory: Towards a New Theoretical Justification of Biography
(Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2021), doi.org/10.1163/9789004498891.
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As befitting a ‘metabiographical reflection’ (p. 32), the booK’s approach is itself
biographical: each chapter begins by introducing two people who ‘personify the
wider debate’ (p. 129) to be examined and concludes by returning to them. This
works well in giving the chapters a clear and consistent structure, although it has
drawbacks: plunged into an incredibly detailed debate, it sometimes takes a while for
the reader to get their bearings; and, more significantly, it minimises the connection
to the previous chapter’s debate. This, in turn, detracts from Nolan’s argument that
it is important to consider the debates in chronological order. The seven debates
were related, the introduction claims, with each building on its predecessor. Yet
between chapters, continuities are lost, apart from repeated reference to empiricism
as historians’ lodestar, the moderating force that kept them to the centre of the
biographical debates. Indeed, emphasised throughout is the fact that, irrespective of
the debate, and despite how they were portrayed at the time or have been portrayed
by historiographers since, historians typically did not reside at either extreme but
rather took a bit from both positions. Instead of relying on the best-known quotes of
prominent scholars, Nolan takes us on a deep dive into their works, counselling us
to look beyond the stated positions of debate to historians’ biographical practice and
their private writings, where their more nuanced positions are found.

Specifically, in relation to the seven debates examined, Nolan argues that historians
writing biography in the Victorian era were mainly ‘historical interactionalists’,
considering both structure and agency. In the post-Victorian era, they wrote empirical
accounts in literary ways, viewing the distinction between the two as arbitrary and
exaggerated. Throughout the three waves of debate over psychobiography (interwar,
postwar, and 1970s and 1980s), they consistently considered psychological issues, even
when not engaging with psychoanalytical theories. During the reignited debate over
structure and agency in the Cold War era, they were ‘integrationists’, seeing the two
as intertwined. In the postwar debates over atomising lives, or ‘lumping and splitting’,
they turned to collective biography as a middle ground between narrative biography
and minute prosopography. In the late-twentieth-century debates over microhistory,
they wrote empirical works of biography, but used them to call into question later
narratives, carefully considering the relationship between the microhistorical and the
macrohistorical. And finally, in examining the most recent debates about life writing,
Nolan finds that most historians do not write autobiographies—some write ‘family
history or therapeutic memoir’, while a small group has charted a third way. Their
meta-(auto)biographical path entails writing autobiographies but following empirical
techniques of archival research and contextualisation, often openly discussing the
disjuncture between memory and the written record.
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Given the acrimonious conflict between practitioners of ‘life writing’ and proponents
of scholarly biography, I suspect many readers will begin with the eighth chapter,
which deals with that debate. Nolan weighs in largely on the side of the Dutch School
of Biography, which has critiqued life writing for a lack of empiricism.> As Nolan
observes, they and others:

complain that identity politics has led to an abandonment of critical analysis.
They question unverified testimony privileging someone’s own feelings and
words. They argue that autobiographies and memoirs should not be privileged
over other sources. For historians, this is preaching to the converted. (p. 340)*

Still, she critiques the Dutch School for having not considered the limited genre
of historians’ meta-autobiography. Although ‘too much life writing, even historians’
egohistoire, is neo-hagiography’, she concludes, this approach is ‘more difficult to
critique’ (pp. 340-1).

In the ‘Further Reading’ section to the introduction, Nolan reiterates that the book
‘is not a systematic consideration of historians’ biographies. Rather than reviewing
classical, experimental, path-breaking or interesting biographies, it is a self-referential
historiography of historians’ biographical debates’ (p. 32). This calls for some
definitional clarity. As American historian Peter Novick put it:

The word ‘historiography’ can be confusing ... The once respectable word
‘historiology’ has dropped out of just about everyone’s vocabulary, and
‘historiography’ has had to do double duty for both ‘historical science’
[historiology] and descriptive accounts of historical writing [historiography]

... Go fight city hall

The book is historiological, then, given it is a consideration of historians’ differing
beliefs about—to adopt Novick’s phrase—the ‘biographical science’, or what we
might also call ‘the philosophy of biography’.

Or is it? The moderate claim in the conclusion, that the book puts ‘historians’ changing
methods and theories into conversation with their changing biographical practices’
(p. 360) seems more accurate than the description found in the introduction, that
the book is an account of ‘how historians have used and debated biographical theories

3 Here I must protest that I have not written of ‘a Dutch school of microhistory’ as the book claims in an earlier
chapter (p. 275). Rather, I use the term ‘the Dutch School of Biography’ to refer to the Biography Institute at the
University of Groningen and those non-Dutch scholars in its orbit, such as Nigel Hamilton, Lindie Koorts and others
who routinely contribute to the institute’s publications. I have approved of the Dutch School’s empiricist sensibilities
but have critiqued the idea that biographers should adopt microhistory as a theoretical framework (and I remain
sceptical of Magnusson’s ‘singularization’, which does not seem to have many practitioners). See Daniel R. Meister,
The Biographical Turn and the Case for Historical Biography’, History Compass 16, no. 1 (2018): 1-10.

4 Nolan claims the Dutch School of Biography has characterised the field of life writing as ‘deceptive biography’
(p. 314). While Renders has published plenty of quotable zingers on the subject, the endnote reveals that Renders did
not author that line; rather, Nolan is citing herself—a perplexing choice.

5 DPeter Novick, That Noble Dream: The ‘Objectivity Question’ and the American Historical Profession (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2007 [1998]), 8n6.

229



230

Australian Journal of Biography and History: No. 8, 2024

and methods’ (p. 25). For the book demonstrates that historians’ debates about
biography gave way, relatively quickly, to broader debates about other theoretical
and methodological concerns, and biography was not at centre stage in these
subsequent debates.

Even when there were periods of debate specifically about biography, these almost
always concerned the genre’s irresolvable central questions. As Nolan notes in the
introduction:

Ray Monk and others have pointed out that the expanding body of academic
literature on biography still asks some of the same questions that Samuel
Johnson had addressed in the eighteenth century ... Is biography fiction? Who
deserves to have a biography written of them? What details are appropriately
included in a biography? Is it possible to know with certainty the inner life of
another? What are the moral or ethical responsibilities of biographers towards
subjects, social sensitivities, and the truth? (p. 7)

So yes, historians have a ‘seamless and unbroken’ tradition of biographical writing
(p. 15), and yes, historians’ debates about theory and methods shaped the writing
of biography (and sometimes influenced their decision to write biography in the
first place). But although there have sometimes been debates about how biography
ought to be written, most of the time biography is shaped by—and contributes to—
larger historiological debates. Is there, therefore, a body of ‘biographical theory’? This
seems debatable. Even the claim that biography ‘has remained central to professional
history’ (p. 25) appears to exceed the evidence available. Historians are historians
first and biographers second, and little work has been done to determine just how
prominently biography figured in historians’ practice.®

The range of this book is remarkable, so to note a few omissions is little more than
nitpicking. Although it is not technically psychohistory, there is no discussion of the
supposed ‘affective turn’ in the humanities, which surely has implications for biography
and could possibly boost the importance of this method within the discipline.
Similarly, the discussion of global (micro)biography could include the emergence of
‘GloBio’, the Global Biography Working Group, and the edited collection that its
founders have recently published.”

Because of this book’s obvious importance for the field of biography studies, it
is deeply regrettable that it was let down by the copyediting: the text is marred
by inconsistencies in style, missing words and various typos. The index, too,

6 Although the book also implies that historians’ collective estimation of biography has never risen or fallen, this
seems unlikely (cf. pp. 365-6). The notion of a ‘biographical turn’ is overblown and largely inaccurate, as Nolan
suggests; however, the work of charting the popularity of biography over time, even through crude metrics such as
titles published per year or sales per title, remains to be done.

7 Laura Almagor, Haakon Ikonomou and Gunvor Simonsen, eds, Global Biographies: Lived History as Method
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2022), doi.org/10.7765/9781526161178. See also The Global Biography
Working Group at www.global.bio/.
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is incomplete—some authors are listed as only appearing once, in the introduction,
despite extensive mentions in later chapters. It may seem uncharitable to mention
these things, but for a book that is no doubt going to be adopted for courses and
turned to as a handbook, they are unfortunate flaws. That said, some aspects of the
critical apparatus are strong, such as the lists of works for further reading, found at
the end of each chapter, which take the place of a bibliography, and which will serve

students well.

In his blurb, Professor Richard Holmes declared this ‘A book to think with!” Indeed.
As the first book to systematically examine the intersections between historians’
theoretical and methodological debates and their biographical practice from
the Victorian era to the present, Biography: An Historiography will inspire much
reflection and debate. Personally, it has caused me to re-examine my own approach
to the writing of biography—and history more generally. Furthermore, it sets a high
standard for future authors, as it contains an astounding amount of research and
provides a seamless integration of a wide array of primary and secondary texts. It is
without a doubt one of the most important texts to appear in the field of biography
studies in the last decade and is destined to end up on syllabi wherever graduate
classes on biography—and historiography—are taught.
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