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	Author-oriented Literary Criticism: Biographical Criticism  


I. History


Kelly Griffith (2002) opines that biographical criticism received intellectual impetus from 19th and 20th centuries ideas about science and is still very much practised. Samuel Johnson is reputed to be the first great biographical critic. His book Lives of the Poets (1779) provides truthful accounts of authors' lives and astute assessments of their literary achievements. Biographical criticism provides a practical assistance of understanding subtle but important meaning in a work. It focuses on explicating a literary text by using the insight provided by knowledge of the author’s life. Among the questions to ask in biographical criticism include: "How does the text reflect the author's life?

II. Benefits of Biographical Criticism
Biographical critics argue that there are essentially three kinds of benefits readers acquire from using biographical evidence for literary interpretation: (1) readers understand literary works better since the facts about authors' experiences can help readers decide how to interpret those works; (2) readers can better appreciate a literary work for knowing the writer's struggles or difficulties in creating it; and (3) readers can better assess writers' preoccupations by studying the ways they modify and adjust their actual experience in their literary works.

III. Methodology
Biographical criticism investigates how an individual author's life and thoughts influence a work. This means that biographical criticism is not an attempt to draw parallels between the author's life and his fiction; rather, it is a study of the author's intention and audience. Biographical criticism seeks to illuminate the deeper meaning of themes, conflicts, characters, settings and literary allusions based on the author's own concerns and conflicts. For biographical critics, a literary work is a reflection of the author’s life, and should be studied in conjunction for full meaning and appreciation.

For a thorough biographical criticism, the reader should research the author’s life, use the biographical information to understand the inferential and evaluative levels of the work; research the author’s beliefs; relate those systems of belief to the work; explain how the connections reflect in the work's themes and topics; explain what can be determined about the author's statements within the text based on the biographical information. Thus, when doing a biographical criticism, the following questions should be asked:

1. Are facts about the writer's life relevant to my understanding of the work?
2. What influences—persons, ideas, movements, events—evident in the writer's life does the work reflect?
3. Are characters and incidents in the work versions of the writer's own experiences?
4. To what extent are the events described in the work a direct transfer of what happened in the writer's actual life?
5. What modifications of the actual events has the writer made in the literary work? For what possible purposes?
6. Why might the writer have altered his or her actual experience in the literary work?
7. What are the effects of the differences between actual events and their literary transformation in the poem, story, play, or essay?
8. What has the author revealed in the work about his or her characteristic modes of thought, perception, or emotion? What place does this work have in the artist's literary development and career?
9. Are the writer's values reflected in the work?
10. How do the connections explain the author's purpose and the overall meaning of the work?
IV. Limitations of Biographical Criticism

Much of the assault on biographical criticism comes from postmodern critics such as the French thinker Roland Barthes. In his influential 1977 essay, “The Death of the Author,” Barthes says the very idea of “the Author” is a modern concept. For much of human history, works of literary art—poems, songs, heroic stories, fairy tales—were shared by oral performers, who were often repeating works that had been around a long time and maybe altering them to their own style, in the folk tradition. The creation of literature was thus communal, and the audience was focused on the performance of the work, not its authorship. The minstrel singing a folk song or the stroryteller relating an epic on a cold night around the fire were sharing common cultural treasures rather than the intellectual property of any one person. It was only with the growth in the late Middle Ages of the European ideas of individualism and capitalism, says Barthes, that the idea came about of an Author as an individual whose genius is responsible for a text, a single creator who “owns” the language of the work.

Barthes challenges this idea in terms similar to those of reader-response proponents. A literary performance, he says, even when committed to the page by an author, still never really has a single meaning. Each time it is encountered by new reader in a new context, there will be a new dialogue between the text and the reader. In this way, everything work of literature is endlessly rewritten. If we pay too much attention to the author’s intentions, life, and sources in trying to puzzle out a work, we are imposing a limit, allowing ourselves only narrow explanations, shutting the door on further possibilities of understanding and significance. Thus, we have to deemphasize the importance of the author: “the birth of the reader must be at the cost of the death of the Author.” Looking to an author’s life for insights into a work diminishes literature.

Another Argument against biographical criticism might find evidence from two of the greatest all-time writers in the English language. The first is the Pearl Poet, the name given by scholars to a writer from the late fourteenth century about whom we know absolutely nothing. After being ignored or forgotten for more than 400 years, a single manuscript by the poet was discovered in the early 1800 in the British library. The manuscript included the grand Arthurian verse legend, “Sir Gawain and the Green Knight,” one of the classics of English literature. By analyzing the language, scholars can deduce the general time period and region of England in which the poem was written and can make rough guesses about social status, position, and education of the poet; otherwise, we really don’t know a single concrete thing about him—or her! Yet, we can still certainly read and endlessly enjoy the wonderful tale of Sir Gawain. William Shakespeare might be the other best example of the irrelevance of biography. What do we really know about his life? The historical record is thin—a few dozen verifiable facts that have led to four centuries of wild speculations, including recurring arguments about whether Shakespeare even wrote all the plays that were performed and published under his name. However, the bottom line is—who cares? Do we have to know that much about Shakespeare—or whomever—to exult in those amazing plays and sonnets? In these cases, biography seems ultimately irrelevant to our reading.

One final set of questions by critics of biographical criticism is about authorial identity and authenticity: Does the background of the writer affect the authenticity of the writing? The issue of authenticity denotes the idea that we expect writers to be trustworthy as they imagine and inhabit characters’ lives and personalities. For example, Henry Luis Gates Jr., the African American scholar and Harvard professor, has written about this issue regarding the notable case of The Education of Little Tree, which soon became a national best seller in the late 1980s. The book tells Carter’s story about being orphaned at age five during the Depression and moving to the mountains of Tennessee to learn the ways of Indians from his poor but loving Cherokee grandparents. It is a warm-hearted memoir with positive lessons about the value of family, education, tolerance, and respect for nature. Critics, including many Native Americans, offered lavish praise for the book. Many high schools added it to their curriculum, primarily because of its sensitivity and thoughtfulness about matters of ethnic identity. Then, Evidence was uncovered that the writer was actually a non-Indian who had basically fabricated the whole story. Nevertheless, the discovery that the author had been a Ku Klux Klan member and hateful rabble-rouser who had written Alabama Governor George Wallace’s notorious 1963 “Segregation Now and Segregation Forever!” speech. Immediately, sales of The Education of Little Tree dropped, and the book was attacked for its falsification and hypocrisy. In this case, both the reception and critical judgments of the book were clearly dependent on the biography of the author. 
V. Main representatives 
a) Samuel Johnson: Lives of the Poets (1779–81) was the first thorough-going exercise in biographical criticism, the attempt to relate a writer’s background and life to his works.

b) Charles Augustin Sainte-Beuve: he was a literary critic and one of the major figures of French literary history.  One of Sainte-Beuve's major critical contentions was that in order understand an artist it was first necessary to understand that artist's biography.
VI. Biographical Criticism of Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice
Jane Austen’s novel reflects many elements and experiences that Austen herself experienced in her life. Published in 1813, Pride and Prejudice is a mixture of Austen’s imagination, commentary on society, and the 37 years of her life up to that point. As seen in several biographies of Jane Austen’s life, many connections can be made between the novel and Austen’s own life.

Some of the characters in Pride and Prejudice can be attributed to some of Austen’s own interpersonal relations. The close, interpersonal relationship that Elizabeth and Jane have is very similar to that of Austen and her sister Cassandra. Jane and Cassandra were the only two girls in a family of eight children, and as such bonded greatly. The two are described as “inseparable,” confidants in each other. It does not take a leap of faith to conclude that aspects of this relationship helped form that of Elizabeth and Jane. In the novel, the two are closer to each other than to the other sisters, and confide in each other their inner feelings as seen in the instance after the first ball: “when Jane and Elizabeth were alone, the former, who had been cautious in her praise of Mr. Bingley before, expressed to her sister how very much she admired him.” It could also be theorized that as a result of living with so many brothers, the characters of Lydia, Kitty, and Mary might come from a lack of understanding of having multiple sisters, rather seeing them as being like annoying company. Elizabeth and these sisters do not share a close bond, perhaps reflecting the lack of other sisters Austen had.

One significant event in Jane Austen’s life reflects one in the novel, and provides a glimpse into Austen’s beliefs regarding a major theme in Pride and Prejudice. In December of 1802, Jane Austen was proposed to by Harris Bigg-Wither. Austen initially agreed to marriage, but revoked her acceptance the next day. Mr. Bigg-Wither was a wealthy man with a large inheritance; it was practical for Austen to marry him, but she refused because she had no interest in the man, she did not feel love for him. The idea of putting love before money is one that challenged the ideals of Austen’s time, and shines through in Pride and Prejudice in many of its characters. Perhaps the primary influence this incident holds is the rejection of Darcy’s marriage proposal by Elizabeth. Despite Darcy’s favorable social status and wealth, Elizabeth turns down Darcy’s proposal, saying, “You could not have made me the offer of your hand in any possible way that would have tempted me to accept it.” Elizabeth here reflects Austen’s beliefs in love over prosperity, as is further shown in Elizabeth only accepting Darcy’s hand in marriage once she falls in love with him. Charlotte, however, does not abide by this belief and ends up unhappy in her own life. She chose to marry Mr. Collins for his money despite a lack of affection for the man. In doing so she reflects a belief of the time, one that Austen disagreed with as is seen through her life and her novel.

Having come from a lower-middle class family, Jane Austen writes in criticism of class structure and standards. Like the Bennet family, Austen grew up in a village in a family not quite well off socially. The Bennets are eager to have their daughters marry those that are wealthier so that some inheritance can come to the family. Austen actively attacks this type of societal upbringing, as it leads to unfortunate circumstances such as that of Lydia. This is additionally shown through Darcy in his initial disgust at the Bennet family, of Bingley’s attraction to Jane, and most of all of Elizabeth. He had too much pride to even consider the likes of Elizabeth in her lowly position to be worth the company of him. In showing Darcy’s gradual removal of his pride that he holds, Austen makes commentary on the societal standards regarding social level and the intermixing therein between them. In showing Darcy’s removal of his prideful barriers and his subsequent happiness found with Elizabeth, Austen shows a greater potential beyond societal class separation. 

Jane Austen’s life was not particularly eventful or long lasting, but its impact on her classic literature is forever left in importance for shaping her novels to be what they are. Austen’s family, life, and circumstances all served to influence different aspects of Pride and Prejudice. In all, Austen’s life served as the starting point to fuel her creation.
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