
Michael Meyer (Bamberg)

Gibbon’s Memoirs:
The Palimpsest as Paradigm for Autobiographies?

Introduction

Shumaker and Machann hold that Gibbon’s Memoirs served as a model for Victorian 
autobiographies because Gibbon reveals his private self to the public gaze and 
describes his secular life as the career of a man of letters who explains the genesis of 
his thoughts and books (Shumaker 1954, 27; Machann 1989, 26-28). The man of 
letters writes his autobiography in order to guide “the reader in the effort to reconcile 
the implied authors from previous [sic] published texts” (Machann 1994, 172). Mac­
hann presupposes that the autobiographer is a unified persona in control of his retro­
spective (1994, 4). He continues: “the convention of adopting a unified, retrospective 
point of view [...] avoids the potential problem of various irreconcilable implicit selves 
in the text” (1994, 11). This convention allows readers to identify the persona and the 
protagonist of the autobiography with the real author (Machann 1994, 172). In the case 
of Gibbon’s and several Victorian writers’ autobiographies, such as Mill’s or Ruskin’s, 
these assumptions are difficult to sustain because their texts are discontinuous and 
reveal no unified present or past self. The traditional definition of autobiography as 
“the story of one’s life written by himself’ (OED) is not appropriate if -  as in the 
extreme case of Mill’s autobiography, for example -  several people collaborate in 
writing several versions of a past life.

Gibbon’s first reader literally rewrote his autobiographies. On his death in 1794, 
Gibbon left six manuscript versions of his autobiography, written between 1788 and 
1792. His friend Lord Sheffield tried to order these manuscripts chronologically. He 
also omitted, shifted, rephrased, and added passages, and continued the autobiography 
in the third person until Gibbon’s death. Victorian readers generally appreciated Shef­
field’s bowdlerized and reassembled version.1 John Murray published the Autobio­
graphies o f  Edward Gibbon, Printed Verbatim from Hitherto Unpublished MSS in 
1896, an edition which reveals interesting differences between the separate versions, 
which are in turn different from an earlier autobiography written in 1783 in French.

1 Sheffield published his version of Gibbon’s autobiography in 1795/96, and revised it again 
for an edition of Gibbon’s works in 1815. He stipulated in his will in 1821 that Gibbon’s 
manuscripts were not to be published. The third Lord Sheffield allowed the publication of 
the manuscripts on the 100th anniversary of Gibbon’s death (see Radice 10-16).
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Gibbon’s autobiographies can be taken as a model for Victorian authors’ 
autobiographies in a sense which was not available to the Victorians themselves and is 
different from Shumaker’s and Machann’s: instead of regarding the autobiography as 
the key to the writer’s oeuvre (cf. Machann 1994, 165), the oeuvre is to be analyzed as 
a key to the autobiography. Instead of presupposing the autobiographer’s unified 
person, the generation and revision of autobiographical subjects should be taken into 
account. The analysis of writers’ autobiographies as palimpsests takes into account the 
process of writing after, about, and ‘over’ the authors’ previously published texts. The 
interpretation of autobiography as a palimpsest aims at a more adequate understanding 
of the conditions of writing the self. Whereas Shumaker and Machann focus on the 
content of how the self became who s/he is, we pay attention to the form of how the 
self became who s/he is. We can distinguish four levels of the palimpsest:

1. The literal meaning of ‘palimpsest’ refers to the actual writing of the auto­
biographical “manuscript in which a later writing is written over an effaced 
earlier writing” (OED). Composition implies revision; thus, later additions to 
autobiographies can be considered revisions, because they rewrite the ending and 
may change the meaning of the text as a whole.

2. Writers write about their ‘own’ texts when they try to answer the question: how 
did I become the author I am? They write about and rewrite the subject positions 
established in and by their previous texts, which in turn leave traces in the subject 
produced by the autobiography proper.

3. Writers use and transform texts written by others in order to describe their lives. 
They subject themselves to discourses which produce their particular individu­
ality and establish relationships of power to others.2

4. Readers and, to a larger extent, critics rewrite the autobiographical palimpsest as 
they reconstruct the autobiographical subject in its contexts. They can retrieve the 
autobiographer’s subjectivity from the process of revisions, the intertextual 
relationship to his or her own works, the selection, combination and transgression 
of discourses. The autobiographical subject is the result of the four levels of the 
palimpsest.

G ibbon’s autobiographies

Gibbon is, of course, famous for his History o f the Decline and Fall o f  the Roman Em­
pire (1776-1788). The historiographer’s problems also have a bearing on the history of

2 See Foucault (1994, 700-702; 1987, 246-247). For example, autobiographers can define 
themselves by subjecting themselves to the discourses of psychology or political economy; 
they can subject themselves to the controlling gaze of the public in confessions and/or 
assume the authority to set examples to others.
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the self. In his Essai sur l'étude de la littérature, Gibbon rejects both the mere annals 
and the view of history which attributes all changes to universal laws (1971, 67-69): 
singularities cannot be explained by general laws (1971, 89); the good historiographer 
perceives causes and effects where others only see chance (1971, 63). The early 
Gibbon seems to assume that the historian has to discover the ‘real’ causes hidden in 
the past, so that the text corresponds to the past even if his ‘facts’ are only derived 
from textual sources. The historiographer reconstructs the past from written sources, 
whereas the autobiographer mainly reconstructs his past from memory. Memory unites 
the present and the past self according to Locke’s psychology: “Any Substance vitally 
united to the present thinking Being, is a part of that very same self which now is: Any 
thing united to it by a consciousness of former Actions makes also a part of the same 
self which is the same both then and now.”3 But memory does not yield a coherent 
story of the personal past. How does the autobiographer establish the temporal and 
causal order of his past? Gibbon combines and transforms heterogeneous discourses: 
historiography, the Christian conversion narrative, biology, Locke’s psychology, edu­
cation, and political economy. But the divergent discursive models produce different 
subjects and stories.

Gibbon’s ‘first’ two versions of his past follow two types of historiography: a 
simple story of the past in the third person in 1783 and a deliberate discourse which 
reconstructs the past from textual sources in 1788. The first version of 1783 was 
written in French for a series of historians’ portraits but remained unpublished (Crad­
dock 1989, 270, 366-368). The third-person narrative with its self-effacing narrator 
suggests that the story represents the past as it was.4 The simple sequence of events 
begins with the hero’s birth and ends with his writing the famous history of Rome, but 
lacks an overall temporal and causal coherence. This version resembles the annals 
Gibbon rejected as a form of historiography in his Essai.

The first English version of 1788 (version A) takes the opposite stance and 
replaces the past third-person character by the present first-person narrator. The narra­
tor as a historiographer reflects on the representation of his past and of his present self 
but constructs the past from other texts. The writer justifies his autobiography by his 
famous historiography and his claim to truth, which is, however, undermined by his 
reflection on representation:

In the fifty-second year of my age, after the completion of a toilsome and successful 
work, I now propose to employ some moments of my leisure in reviewing the simple 
transactions of a private and litterary [sic] life. Truth, naked unblushing truth, the first 
virtue of a more serious history, must be the sole recommendation of this personal

3 Locke (1975, 346). According to his diary, Gibbon read Locke’s Essay Concerning Human 
Understanding in 1756 (1929, 5).

4 This view of history would be subsumed under Barthes’ explanation that the referential 
illusion of historiography is due to the effacement of the historian and the presupposition 
that the real is nothing but the unformulated signified hidden behind the referent (Barthes 
1986, 132, 139).
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narrative: the style shall be simple and familiar; but style is the image of character, and 
habits of correct writing may produce, without labour or design, the appearances of art 
and study. (296)5

The ‘simple’ and ordinary style is to guarantee the truth of the representation of his 
simple and corresponding past life. But style also represents the present character. We 
learn later that Gibbon derives his “correct style” (119) from Cicero, whom he trans­
lates into French and back into Latin, until his own style becomes indistinguishable 
from the original one. Gibbon’s style is the perfect imitation of another style, a habitu­
al performance of character, which in turn can be defined as the imprint of the other 
and the result of writing. Gibbon juxtaposes three different discourses of representa­
tion: the Lockean norm of simplicity for the representation of truth (1975, 497, 508); 
representation as the expression of the self according to Buffon (style is the man); and 
style as a performance according to the rules of rhetoric. The intended simple represen­
tation of the true past is displaced by the real representation of the present character, 
which is veiled by the unintended rhetoric: hence, the past is twice removed from the 
appearance of its representation.

The self-effacing narrator of the French version suggests a transparency of repre­
sentation, since there does not seem to be a mediating instance between the past and its 
present narration. Gibbon’s explanation of representation in the English version A 
undermines the simplicity of the first story and reveals the opacity of the present 
construction of the past. Ironically, the authoritative historiographer’s reflection does 
not enhance, but questions the credibility of his autobiography, as he juxtaposes the 
transparency and the opacity of the representation.6

It turns out that neither the form of the representation nor the past itself is as 
simple as Gibbon suggests in his introduction. It is far from self-evident what is to be

5 This quotation and all subsequent ones from Gibbon’s Autobiographies are taken from 
Murray’s edition (1907). The passage continues with Gibbon’s expression of anxiety about 
his readers’ interpretation of his autobiography: “My own amusement is my motive, and 
will be my reward; and if these sheets are communicated to some discreet and indulgent 
friends, they will be secreted from the public eye till the author shall be removed from the 
reach of criticism or ridicule.” (296). If the autobiography serves truth and pleasure at the 
same time, Gibbon assumes that the truth of his story cannot be unpleasurable to him, and 
that only his or his friends’ readings are legitimate.

6 If the representation of the past is simple, that of the present character does not necessarily 
seem to be so, as the adversative “but” suggests. Either the habits of writing are an expres­
sion of Gibbon’s individual character, or they represent a general norm, the ‘correct style.’ 
If he represents the norm of writing, his style is no longer the expression of an individual 
character. He mentions that he rewrote the beginning of the Decline and Fall three times in 
order to achieve the ‘right’ effect between a simple representation and a rhetorical decla­
mation (261). Since there are obvious parallels to the revisions of his autobiography, it is, 
rather, probable that the style of his autobiography is completely contrived and the ‘simple’ 
representation neither of the past nor of the present self.
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included or excluded as relevant or irrelevant to the subject and which are the true and 
relevant causes in the historian’s development. A case in point is his genealogy: “It is 
an obvious truth that parts and virtues cannot be transmitted with the inheritance of 
estates and titles; and that even the claim of our legal descent must rest on a basis not 
perhaps sufficiently firm, the unspotted chastity of all our female progenitors” (297). 
No necessary relationship exists between his biological descent, character, and his 
symbolic descent via the name of his father. But all the social, legal, and economic 
discourses which determine the social power, title, and property of the self are based 
on the father’s name. Gibbon inscribes himself into this arbitrary construction of male 
power. Gibbon includes the genealogy because “the common sense or common pre­
judice of mankind has agreed to respect the son of a respectable father” (297). His 
biological origin, his claim to his father’s name and all consequent legal entitlements 
are as ambiguous as his justification for including the genealogy in his autobiography. 
Gibbon constructs a chain of ancestors with the help of historical texts, authorizing 
himself by the appropriation of noble ancestors who authorize him in turn. Side by side 
with the historical lineage of ancestry, Gibbon constructs an imaginary genealogy of 
men of letters, which would include, for example, Cicero, Chaucer (298), and Shake­
speare’s Lord Say, the “martyr of learning” (303), who is killed by Jack Cade in Henry 
VI, Part Two. The supposed historical ancestry is deemed to be as important as the 
imaginary “elective relationships.” Ironically, the construction of his historical gene­
alogy is also a figment of his imagination, because his major biological and textual 
‘source,’ John Gibbon, turned out not to be a relative of his, a fact which may have 
moved Gibbon to discontinue his last version (see Bonnard 1969, xxiv).

The English version A focuses on the present historiographic reconstruction of 
the past and excludes the past self who was represented in the simple story of the 
French version.7 There is no clue to what happened to the missing pages of manuscript 
A, in which, according to the chronology, Edward Gibbon could have been bom. How 
do the subsequent versions relate the present historiographer to his past self? Psycho­
logy suggests the retrospective from the present to the past as the means of establishing 
the identity of the self and its representation. The discourse of education provides a 
pattem which explains the development from the past to the present self and justifies 
the publication of Gibbon’s autobiography as an exemplum in version B.

Locke’s psychology defines the self in terms of its consciousness and implicitly 
authorizes Gibbon to write his story because “no one is so well qualified as myself to 
describe the series of my thoughts and actions” (91). Whereas version A was intended 
to please Gibbon himself, version B claims that the public is interested in the “author 
of an important and successful work” (91), and may learn from the story of his life: 
“the public is always curious to know the men who have left behind them any image of

7 Gibbon retains his historiographic intertextual reconstruction of the past even when he de­
picts his uncles and aunts with the help of textual sources.



468 Michael Meyer

their minds [...] and the student of every class may derive a lesson or an example from 
the lives most similar to his own” (91).

Gibbon purports to follow the tradition of the “faithful representation of men and 
manners” (92) in “personal memorials” (91): he mentions Erasmus’s and Petrarch’s 
epistles, Montaigne’s essays, Goldoni’s memoirs, St. Augustine’s and Rousseau’s con­
fessions, Thuanus’s and Hume’s autobiographies etc. (91-92). The wide range of 
generic ‘textual ancestors’ provides Gibbon with many different models of writing the 
self. Gibbon’s problem seems to have been which model to use for his “end,” his great 
work of historiography, which justifies “the review of my moral and litterary [sic] 
character [... and] my private studies, since they have produced the public writings” 
(133). He considers his property as an important condition of his work: “had I been 
more indigent or more wealthy, I should not have possessed the leisure or the persever­
ance to prepare and execute my voluminous history” (133). In contrast to Montaigne, 
who dwells on his diseases, he wants to exclude the body, because “The pains and 
pleasures of the body, how important soever to ourselves, are an indelicate topic of 
conversation” (133). However, versions B and C in particular dwell on Gibbon’s pains 
and pleasures, which are almost completely absent from versions D and E.

Locke’s psychology and Buffon’s Histoire Naturelle implicitly justify the ex­
clusion of his merely bodily existence beyond rational control and conscious memory 
(see Gibbon 1907, 28, 29):

The first moment of animal life may be dated from the first pulsation of the heart in the 
human foetus; but the nine months which we pass in a dark and watery prison, and the 
first years after we have seen the light and breathed the air of this world, must be 
substracted [sic] from the period of our rational existence. (98)

Nevertheless, Gibbon dwells on his diseases in childhood and returns again and again 
to his non-rational and animal life. Imprisonment, disease, and sexuality are associated 
with his pleasures in London, his love affair, his service in the militia, and his conver­
sion to Catholicism (cf. 111).8 Why does Gibbon repeatedly describe his animal life 
and irrationality in spite of his declarations to the contrary?

Gibbon inverts Christian conversion narratives and draws on secular confessions 
in combination with the discourse of education in order to prove the exemplary power 
of rational discipline. Christian confessions are modelled on the pattern of a sinful life

8 “The pleasures of a town life, the daily round from the tavern to the play, from the play to 
the coffee-house, from the coffee-house to the — are within the reach of every man who is 
regardless of his health, his money, and his company. By the contagion of example I was 
sometimes seduced” (137). Ironically, on the level of the content the circularity of physical 
processes and the passions is positively connotated, and its decrease due to the lack of 
money is deplored: “all circulation was suspended for some months; like those animals 
who repose in a torpid state, without any occasion to exhaust or renovate their vital juices” 
(208). In biology and economy, circulation means life, and economy is based on the fulfil­
ment of desires, whereas in education, circularity means lack of progress. The hetero­
geneous discourses account for the divergent evaluations of the passions.
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in rebellion against God’s decrees, the conversion, and the subsequent subjection to 
God’s ultimate authority. Gibbon writes about his bondage in blindness and passion, 
including his conversion to Catholicism, owing to the failure of education. Reason 
reconverts him. Gibbon turns from the object into the subject of education as he 
appropriates his parents’ authority and disciplines himself according to the dominant 
model of his upbringing.9 Gibbon is subjected to temptations after his reconversion to 
rational discipline as Christian converts are, but, whereas they usually master their 
situation with the help of God, Gibbon repeatedly succumbs to temptations, especially 
in versions B and C. On the one hand, the confession of the repeated failures stresses 
the necessity of discipline and self-control; on the other hand, at least the 4B’ and ‘C’ 
editions of his character do not live up to the model of life proposed for imitation at the 
beginning of version B. The model of self-education to be imitated by the readers 
secularizes the missionary function of Christian confessions.

How is the secularized conversion narrative related to the “end”: i.e. the writing 
of the history? The conversion and reconversion are absent in the French and in the 
first English version. The French version omits the turning points and version A comes 
to an end before narrating the life of the protagonist. The conversions are foregrounded 
as important turning points of his life in versions B and C, and lose their function as 
causes in the development of the historian in the last three versions D, E, and F.10 
Gibbon presents his conversion to Catholicism as a fall into irrationality, which 
reverses the Christian convert’s turn to the ultimate reason, God. In versions B and C, 
the fall ironically is an indirect but important cause in the historiographer’s develop­
ment, because he is relieved from deficient education in England and sent to Switzer­
land: “Such as I am, in Genius, learning or manners, I owe my creation to Lausanne” 
(131, my emphasis). The place of exile turns out to be the promised land: Gibbon 
inverts the pattern of the exodus of the chosen people and secularizes the death of the 
old self and the rebirth of the new self prefigured in Christian conversions. The 
acquisition of reason leads to the reconversion and to the voluntary and rational subjec­
tion of his life and studies to discipline. The Logic of Crousaz (cf. Gibbon 1907, 117- 
118) replaces the Bible as the trigger of his reconversion. However, the turn to reason 
only accounts for the general direction of Gibbon’s development. Gibbon enumerates 
many different causes which made him the author of the Decline and Fall. Version B 
denies any innate ideas (cf. 104, 165), but then wavers between “reason or instinct” 
(105) as inner causes that motivated his interest in history. He adduces pure chance of

9 Cf. Locke 1968 passim. Gibbon even quotes from Locke’s Some Thoughts Concerning 
Education in his letters (1956,1, 13).

10 In version D, the conversion becomes less prominent, and in version E, Gibbon already re­
converts in England (252), so that the conversion is not directly connected with his educa­
tion in Switzerland and his present self as a historian. Gibbon’s last version expands the 
conversion to a dramatic warfare between undeveloped minds and powerful irrational 
rhetoric, designed to illustrate the danger of lacking discipline and education; but there is 
no hint at a connection with his development as a historian.
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access to historical texts and fate as external causes, and finally settles the tentative 
construction of causes and effects by his incontestable empirical knowledge of his 
interest in history: “Without engaging in a metaphysical or rather verbal dispute, I 
know, by experience, that from my early youth I aspired to the character of an histor­
ian” (165). The historiographer succumbs to the psychologist because he is unable to 
construct a coherent and homogeneous sequence of causes and effects. The subsequent 
versions repeat the heterogeneous causes which made him a historian, but versions D 
and E reduce the importance of external causes and foreground self-determination.

Gibbon is very specific about his development as a man of letters. He recom­
mends his own career in classical learning to his readers as a model for a liberal 
education: at first, he repeatedly read classical authors and wrote abstracts (120). Then, 
he imitated their style and their precepts for practical life (119-120). Subsequently, 
Gibbon emended, i.e. literally rewrote the texts of the ancients, and corresponded in 
Latin with authorities about emendations and interpretations. Gibbon authorizes him­
self as he imitates and rewrites ancient authors’ works and modem scholars’ comments 
on them with the help of classical rhetoric and modem logic (125-126).

He describes his production of the Decline and Fall as a mechanical process of 
impression and expression, an organic process of conception and delivery (283), and 
an intertextual one of reading and rewriting (123-124). A single event, for which there 
is no evidence in his diaries, allegedly triggers his Decline and Fall: “the view of Italy 
and Rome determined the choice of the subject” (230, my emphasis). According to the 
empiricist model of the mind, perception causes the “conception” (230) of the idea. 
Gibbon maintains that he rewrites ancient texts and modem historiographies in order to 
create his own work. His history of Rome gives him in turn “a name, a rank, a char­
acter” (293), which his autobiographies reinscribe. Gibbon’s historiography and his 
autobiography mutually authorize each other: the historiography creates his fame as an 
author and justifies the writing of his memoirs, which in turn reassert Gibbon’s author­
ity as the paragon of modem scholarship and classical learning. Gibbon not only 
rewrites the pattern of Christian conversions, but also inverts the general structure of 
his history. The history describes the decline and fall of the powerful Roman Empire, 
which is also undermined and finally superseded by the rise of Christianity. Gibbon 
describes his personal story as the decline and fall of his Christian faith (212-213), 
which ironically leads to his rise and success as a (neo-)classical historian. If his 
private history inverted the pattern of the general history and converted readers, it 
would contribute to the fall of Christianity and the resurrection of classical culture.

Gibbon’s autobiographies combine and transform heterogeneous discourses. His 
revisions reveal no definite pattern or progress but, in part, contradictory and alter­
native versions of his past. Even within dominant discourses, different versions of the 
self are possible: the historiographer writes his past as a simple sequence of events in 
the French version, but as a present intertextual reconstruction of the past in versions A 
and F, which displace the psychological discourse of subjectivity based on memory 
invoked in version B. The secularized confession including a conversion may be either
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completely absent, as it is in the French version (and A), or very important but 
ironically inverted in B and C, and of little or no importance for the historian’s devel­
opment in D, E, and F. Gibbon combines confession and the discourse of education 
when he constructs the story of his life as the progress from an imperfect, irrational 
subject to a perfect, self-disciplined one in versions B to D. Rather than displacing one 
version of the self by another one or creating a unified persona, Gibbon juxtaposes 
different versions of his self, derived from the genealogy of his family, from memory, 
from self-education, from his self-authorization as a man of letters by imitation and 
innovation, from his Decline and Fall and its readers’ commentaries, and finally from 
his memoirs. Who is Gibbon? It is not at all helpful to claim that the ‘first’ version, 
whichever it may be, represents the “authentic” Gibbon or the last one the ‘authorized’ 
Gibbon. The autobiographer Gibbon has no definite identity. The more he rewrites his 
autobiography, the less certain we can be who he is. ‘Gibbon’ is manifest in his 
rewriting of preceding discourses, his combination of self-complacency and ironic 
distance, and his sense for the possibilities of constructing the past in alternative 
versions, which may even be co-present. The man of letters does not only use the 
method of the palimpsest in his own writings, but turns into a palimpsest himself.

John Stuart M ill’s and John Ruskin’s autobiographies

The approach to autobiography as a palimpsest yields interesting results if, for 
example, applied to Mill’s and Ruskin’s autobiographies. Whereas Gibbon rewrites his 
memoirs again and again from the beginning, Mill, rather, rewrites the endings of his 
autobiography and Ruskin writes an open-ended one. If Gibbon’s autobiographies and 
his history mutually authorize each other, Mill’s autobiography exemplifies his theory 
of reform and authorizes future works; Ruskin’s autobiography remains ambivalent 
towards his works.

Mill composed his first autobiography and revised it in collaboration with his 
wife Harriet in 1853/54. He rewrote and extended it in 1861 and in 1869 (see Stillinger 
in Mill 1981, xix-xx). Mill’s autobiography mingles scientific and religious texts in 
order to construct the self. The autobiography is mainly based on Mill’s own eclectic 
theory of reform in his System o f Logic, which includes epistemology, Comtean 
history, social theory, and ethics.

Mill’s autobiography projects Comte’s model of the evolution of history onto his 
life: the theological stage corresponds to Mill’s creation and determination by his 
father; the metaphysical stage is illustrated by Mill’s blind faith in the abstract prin­
ciples of utilitarianism, and the positivist stage is marked by his own development of a 
rational theory of reform.11 Mill’s autobiography corroborates his theory of social,

11 Thomas (1991, 353) refers to Mill’s use of Comte’s model of history in the autobiography, 
but does not specify the relationship. Saint Victor shows very precisely in three stages the
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political and economic reform. His theory of reform demands passive subjects who are 
driven by pains and pleasures and can be determined by education according to the 
psychology of association, but the reform also demands complementary, active sub­
jects who can determine history due to their authority based on an altruistic idealism 
and their independent and rational thinking (Loesberg 1986, 29, 40). Mill’s auto­
biography turns the logical opposition of the determined subject and the free agent of 
history into the temporal sequence of his personal development on the basis of conver­
sion narratives (Loesberg 1980, 60). The autobiography constructs a case history 
which eliminates one of the key problems of Mill’s theory of social progress, because 
it proves ‘by experience’ that a determined self can develop into a conscious, rationally 
and morally superior individual.

Mill’s autobiography attempts to solve a second problem of his theory. According 
to his liberal theory, reforms are initiated and propelled by progressive individuals who 
have the authority to guide the masses. However, Mill’s epistemology in his System o f  
Logic questions infallible knowledge and absolute authority. In his autobiography, he 
constructs the self as a leading authority able to bring about reforms but employs a 
questionable means in order to preempt critical arguments provided by his Logic: Mill 
views himself as the disciple of infallible, quasi-religious authorities. His old covenant 
with his father is displaced by the new covenant with his inspired wife, who, in the 
version of 1869, is displaced in turn by her daughter as the guiding spirit (cf. August 
1973, 160-161). The conversion narrative and even more the quasi-religious self­
authorization try to resolve the problems of Mill’s theory of reform, but they under­
mine its rational epistemology and its theory of history as a progress to positive 
knowledge.

All of Mill’s versions are both retrospective and prospective, but they shift in 
focus. Whereas the first version proclaims that Mill and his wife are and will be the 
relevant authors of social and political reform, the revision of 1853/54 maintains that 
the couple already experiences in private the utopia of a continual moral and 
intellectual progress prefigured in Mill’s “The Spirit of the Age.” The revision of 1861 
reflects his writing of “On Liberty” (1859), because the new version stresses the 
function of the deviant individual as a promoter of the common good and social pro­
gress. The last addition of 1869/70 presents Mill as the moral conscience of the nation 
and the martyr of progress. He advocates the equality of women as a key to progress, 
echoing his essay “The Subjection of Women” (1861/69), and promotes the peaceful 
solution to social conflicts exemplified by the lives of the French reformers Carrel and 
Turgot. Mill’s autobiographies retrospectively interpret the history of his writings,

parallels between Mill’s series of essays “The Spirit of the Age” and his autobiography: 
Mill’s subjection to his father represents the stable society, his defection from his father’s 
ideology the critical time of transition and his union with Harriet Taylor the organic phase 
of society (1980, 9-14). Saint Victor’s analysis adds the transition between the historical/ 
autobiographical stages to my parallel drawn above, but lacks Mill’s quasi-religious early 
development.
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which in tum influence the construction of the protagonist in the autobiography: in 
retrospect, Mill seems to personify the ideas promoted in his essays. Mill’s theory of 
reform structures his autobiography, which corroborates it in turn, announcing Mill 
himself as the paragon of progress.

Perhaps Ruskin’s autobiography marks the climax of autobiographical palimp­
sests in Victorian literature, because it is based on a large number of previous texts, 
composed in diaries, and published as a serial between 1885 and 1889. In addition, 
Ruskin even plans his autobiography as an intertextual project because he began to edit 
three numbers of a supplement to his autobiography under the name of Dilecta. He 
rereads his previous diaries, letters, and other writings for the composition of his auto­
biography. Ruskin has a rough chronological outline for his autobiography planned in 
three books of 12 chapters each, but composes it in his diaries between 1885 and 1889, 
including associations and textual material which appear at the moment of writing 
(Kemp 1987, 399-402). The double focus on the past and on its present reconstruction 
in a diary is detrimental to the coherence and the consistency of the autobiography: 
Ruskin inserts passages out of the past context. He does not refrain from explicitly 
revising information published in previous serials with present reconsideration. But he 
also implicitly revises previous versions of his past: the serial structure leads to a 
multiplication of climaxes and turning points which highlight individual instalments 
but cancel out each other’s importance. For example, Ruskin describes the decisive 
erosion of his faith in his youth due to his turn to Byron’s disillusioned and secular 
realism in the first book (Ruskin 1908, 148-151), but writes again about the waning of 
his faith and his final deconversion as an adult at the end of the second and the 
beginning of the third book.

Ruskin’s autobiography is based on three major models of life-writing besides the 
associative recordings of his diaries: (1) the romantic model of a secular life of self­
development, which begins with the loss of childhood paradise, moves to a crisis 
followed by insight into the self, and ends with the circular return to the places of 
childhood (Abrams 1971, 96, 184-186); (2) the Christian conversion narrative based 
on the Exodus of the chosen people -  the servitude in Egypt prefigures the individual 
life in sin, the exodus the individual conversion, the wanderings in the wilderness the 
time of temptations, and the entry into the promised land prefigures the individual 
peace in faith (see Henderson 1989, 75-84); (3) Ruskin’s fragmentary parallel 
auto/biography of his own and Scott’s life in Fors Clavigera. Ruskin divides Scott’s 
life into three parts: “the days of youth, of labour, and of death” (1907, 584). Education 
in childhood and youth determines Scott’s personality and prefigures his adult life; the 
adult strives to turn his potential into actual achievements; Scott’s time of death begins 
with the loss of his faith, his pride, and the fruits of his labour (1907, 584-585). The 
combination and transformation of these models form the structural grid of Ruskin’s 
autobiography in juxtaposition to the associative and digressive nature of his writing.

Ruskin’s autobiography begins and ends on a romantic note: he starts to write his 
autobiography in the nursery of his parents’ old home, and his unfinished auto­
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biography ends with a nostalgic vision of the garden of his childhood. But within the 
rather Romantic framework of the very beginning and the ending of the autobiography, 
the Romantic and the Christian structures of life-writing intersect with Ruskin’s model 
of Scott’s life. At first, the autobiography is devoted to the development of the art 
critic: namely, the author of Modern Painters. Ruskin’s childhood and youth begin 
with his Puritan education but end with his Byronic loss of illusions and his Words­
worthian loss of his vision of nature. Ruskin secularizes the pattern of the Exodus in 
order to depict the development of his refined perception of art and nature in the first 
half of the second book of his autobiography: he travels with his parents to Italy, 
passes through the wilderness at Vesuvius, and enters the promised land in Venice (see 
Henderson 1989, 75, 82). They leave Venice for Switzerland, and he receives his call­
ing to become an art critic in the puritan city of Geneva. Another journey to Italy 
qualifies this calling, because it liberates Ruskin from his puritan ignorance of the 
beauty of Catholic art (Ruskin 1908, 350).

However, the calling of the art critic is rejected in favour of the conversion to the 
critic of society, the author of Unto This Last. This major break in the middle of the 
second book is not only a change in terms of the story, but also in terms of perspective: 
Ruskin’s development as an art critic was based on his father’s money. His blindness 
to exploitation contrasted with his insight into art. In retrospect, his aesthetic perfection 
and his work as an art critic turns out to be a time of waste and sin. Now, Ruskin’s 
development of his social criticism is opposed to the parallel loss of his Puritan faith. 
The deconversion marks the beginning of the time of death according to Ruskin’s 
autobiography of Scott’s life. The time of death, however, prevented the success of 
Scott’s work, and subverts the depiction of Ruskin’s secular career. In spite of announ­
cing the turn to social criticism, Ruskin fails to provide a coherent and convincing 
description of his new development. He undermines the legitimacy of his former 
subjectivity and his authority as an art critic which formed the core of his auto­
biography thus far. The juxtaposition of the spiritual decline and his potential secular 
rise disrupts the coherent continuation of the story. Instead, Ruskin increasingly quotes 
from letters and earlier diaries. A new vision of a paradisiacal past and a secular 
version of the heavenly city at the end of the unfinished autobiography suggests a 
romantic, cyclical return to his childhood, but this apparent closure does not fuse the 
intertextual collection of fragments into a whole.

Lord Sheffield tries to efface the fragmentary nature of Gibbon’s auto­
biographical palimpsest. Mill’s theory of reform and his essays prefigure his autobio­
graphical versions, in which his logically problematic theory is supported by his 
‘experience’ in the form of a conversion narrative and quasi-religious authorizations. 
Ruskin’s serial autobiography reveals the process of composition to the reading public. 
Usually, the process of writing autobiographies is hidden behind the monolithic work 
presented to the public. Future research into the generation of autobiographies will 
probably add to the destruction, of the mythical unitary self and the ‘true’ representa­
tion of the one past in favour of possible selves and versions of the past. But even if we
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interpret a single version of a writer’s autobiography, the concept of the autobiography 
as a palimpsest based on the writer’s work, discourses of the self, and ‘réinscriptions’ 
by readers will yield basic insights into the intertextual construction of auto­
biographical subjects. Even if an autobiography appears to be finished, it is always 
subject to a potential revision as long as the writer lives. What Genette claims for 
literary texts pertains even more to writers’ autobiographies. A writer’s autobiography 
is a dialogue between texts, a palimpsest is subject to revisions: “L’œuvre oscille sans 
cesse, en quête d’ « achèvement » et de juste mesure, entre le trop-peu et le trop-plein. 
Jusqu’à la décision souvent imposée, ou arbitraire, et bientôt sanctionnée, voire 
sanctifiée (fétichisée) par la critique et la postérité” (1982, 322).
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