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I
Literary biography can be messy, especially when filled with tendentious accounts supported by sometimes various social, historical, and psycho-analytical assumptions. When the biography focuses on the sensational (after all, books have to sell), the reader is led away from the work itself. 

One is driven to chucking it all in favor of letting the work speak for itself – res ipse loquitor. This “let the work speak for itself” approach removes much speculation about motives and ontogeny. 

One wonders whether knowing more about William Shakespeare or 

Miguel de Cervantes would make their work even more impressive?  Does knowing the personal life of Paul Klee or M.C. Escher make their work more vivid? Could knowing more about Richard Wagner or Oscar Wilde reduce the pleasure of Wagner’s music or enjoyment of Wilde’s plays? 

Our author, Henry Green, subscribed to this position when he said: 

“If you are trying to write something which has a life of its 

own, which is alive, of course the author must be left 

completely out of the picture. I hate the portraits of donors 

in medieval triptychs.” 

Art of Fiction, 1955 

In the Novel Club’s one and only publication of notable papers, Edward 

Hammond Cady, in 1899, wrote inter alia: 

“Book lovers have long disagreed as to whether the printed 

page should bear the final word for the real devotee of 

literature or be but a medium through which the man 

behind and beyond should be sought… Our business is with 

a piece of literature… (Though), No one will deny that every 

book does reflect in some degree the man who penned it.” 

Nevertheless, the argument for informed reading is rationally compelling and intellectually appealing. Besides, our curiosity is irresistible. Henry Green in his 1954 comments on Virginia Woolf’s posthumously published  A Writer’s Diary, said: 

“She was ‘incurably curious’ and her husband did her and 

her readers a disservice in his leaving out … almost 

everything that was least literary and most ‘human’. ” 

It is not just curiosity but sensibility that causes readers to seek specifics 

about the author, e.g., family background, the historical and cultural 

environment, social milieu, and personal biases. 

Might knowing these peripheral things allow the reader to comprehend 

the work better and more fully? Armed with external data, might the reader more easily solve the metaphors, allegories, symbols, and emblems contained in the text? 

It is with an oblique view of the author and his times that some better understanding and comprehension could occur. This knowledge need not interfere with the emotional and impressive elements of the work. Indeed, it could even expand our sensations and insights. Let’s hope so.
II

Henry Green is the pseudonym of Henry Vincent Yorke. Pseudonyms are mostly used to protect a writer from prison; for example, Voltaire.  Pseudonyms prevent an author from being identified as a female (George Eliot and Georges Sand), or as a foreigner (Joseph Conrad or Frederick Chopin - Szopen), or one simply with a hard to pronounce name (also Conrad – Korzeniosky). 

Henry Yorke wished to separate his life as an aristocrat and businessman from that of an author. He first chose Henry Michaelis and then Henry Browne. I found no clear reason why he finally chose Green but he seemed to want to separate himself from a connection to his business or his social status. Perhaps as an alter ego with another identity, he could float above his milieu as a jovial Greek god commenting on what he saw and yet not be a traitor to his position in society. 

The position Henry Yorke was born into was in the upper class of English society. Peers of the realm, captains of industry and trade, members of Parliament, and large land owners were scattered throughout his family on both sides. Many of Henry’s friends and schoolmates were similarly situated. 

Henry’s father, Vincent, was a brilliant student. He won scholarships to 

Eton and King’s College in Cambridge and earned a double first in history and classics. He spent time as an archeologist, discovered the birthplace of Lucian of Samosata and was a specialist in philology. Vincent returned home to marry and run a company his father bought for him. H. Pontifex & Sons was a failing coppersmith business that once did engraving plates for the artist William Blake. Vincent successfully refocused the business. He later became a director of several banks and a railroad. 

In 1895, Vincent married Maude Wyndham, daughter of the wealthy 2nd Baron of Leconfield. Her family figured in public affairs since the Middle Ages. An uncle, Lord Rosebury, was England’s Prime Minister when Maude was in her 20’s and Prime Minister Herbert Asquith was married to her cousin. Petworth House in Sussex, owned by Maude’s family was one of England.s grandest homes. It had a large collection of John Constable and J.M.W.Turner. 

Henry’s parents like many in the upper classes were very social, arranged frequent dinner parties, giant fox hunts, and family gatherings at their home. Vincent, though he feigned poverty and was somewhat parsimonious, owned a country estate in Gloucestershire called Forthampton. He also owned the entire village next to it. 

At this time, parents in this social class saw their children seldom and far less than by today’s standards. Nursemaids, nannies, and tutors handled the children. There was a large full time staff of gardeners, carpenters, seamstresses, cooks and servers, and the like. 

At most meals the children ate separately with their nannies. The parents might merely say good night to the children at bedtime, if they were home at all. Henry’s father was in London most of the week and his mother was there often too. Week-long visits to friends and relatives were common and the children were not always invited. 

Vincent was impersonal and quite authoritarian towards his sons. He insisted that his boys excel in scholarship, hunting, and field sports. His first two sons Phillip and Gerald did so admirably. Henry, the youngest son, tried as well but was unable to do the same. 

Team sports were, and still are, essential to popularity at school. His eldest brother, a legendary athlete and student, died of Leukemia while at Eton. Henry’s other brother also prominent in sports was in all the exclusive clubs, earned a 1st class degree in History, and received his graduation year’s highest History prize from Cambridge. 

He was an excellent billiards player and played violin in the Eton orchestra. However, these activities carried no particular esteem from his fellow students and still don’t. With future writers, Cyril Connolly, Alan Pryce-Jones, Anthony Powell, Harold Acton, and a few others, Henry established The Society of Arts at Eton. 

Henry’s life-long friend, Anthony Powell, says he was “an unremitting 

talker …as often as not funny, perceptive, and entirely individual.” Both boys were frequent storytellers at school. Powell said: even at New Beacon, his first school, Henry learned to be truthful and intense in his expressions. Pryce-Jones, related that Henry was, “relatively friendless and not interested in a sexual life with other boys, though he was noisy and needed an audience. He always had a hardy laugh and had a clever way of expressing himself.” 

Henry’s surviving brother Gerald rejected a role in the family business. He traveled to Asia as a writer/scholar and wore robes and a long beard. A proto-hippie during the 1920’s and 30’s, he was a disciple of Aleister Crowley, a prominent English mystic. Gerald wrote mantras and engaged in hashish induced trances and hyper-meditation. Gerald’s book on the Far East stated that Asians needed Capitalism and the West needed Buddhism. He also claimed China would never become Communist. Gerald married a general’s daughter, had three sons, and wrote on mysticism. 

While at Oxford at the age of 21, in 1926, Henry completed and published his first novel. This book, Blindness, is based on his life as a child and satirizes families like his own. The son in this book is accidentally blinded and then develops insights by concentrating on his hearing and analyzing what others say. Blindness is a metaphor for the faulty interpretations we all have. Dent published it on the advice of the well-known Edward Garnett, editor for Joseph Conrad, D.H. Lawrence, and E.M. Forster. The book showed remarkable ability and its reception, although mixed, encouraged Henry to continue writing. 

Henry left Oxford before his final exams and entered his father’s business. He worked in all sections of the business. He spent his first year at the Birmingham foundry and lived with the workers. 

During this time, he could write while experiencing business and industrial life. By 1929, he had completed Living, based on the life of workers on one level and the bosses on another. The book was praised especially for Green’s use of workers’ abbreviated and tense vernacular and his insights into the proletariat. The book also compared lives of the owners and their workers with their solutions to different and similar problems. Comic effects are common in Green.s work. In a notable scene, the factory owner.s wife naively hires a harlot to cure her husband while he lay dying. One presumes this sort of treatment had always perked him up. Unsurprisingly, the therapy did not work. 

In 1929, Henry married Mary Adelaide Biddulph and spent their honeymoon in Ireland. Her nickname was Dig. She was from a wealthy and socially prominent family. A good friend was the Duchess of York who in 1936 became Queen of England and was the mother of Elizabeth II. The Duchess was a godmother of Henry and Dig’s son, Sebastian. 

The couple entertained often at their homes in London and Birmingham 

and at their parents’ country estates. Included were many of their 

relatives and Henry’s friends from school. Among their guests were 

Oxford dons, especially the brilliant and decadent Maurice Bowra. 

(Bowra, later vice chancellor of Oxford University, is reputed to have 

said when the announcement was made of his engagement to the rather 

plain daughter of Sir Thomas Beecham, "Buggers can’t be choosers.” Also his was quoted as saying about a married couple, “…A wonderful couple, I’ve slept with both of them.”) Among other frequent guests were the most prominent of contemporary English philosophers, the oft married and infamous lecher, A.J. Ayer, and the former communist, then famous MI5 agent, and historian, Goronwy Rees. 

Green worked on the novel Party Going from 1929 until 1939. This book deals with the pre-war young of the upper classes. Their frivolity and silliness is blended with disturbing pathos and class distinctions. The book is reminiscent of Virginia Woolf’s novels; To the Lighthouse and Mrs. Dalloway, in that it is poetic, emblematic, and has a sensual communion with life. Like most of Green’s novels, this book is short, incisive, and honest. It is rich in metaphors, allusions, and vivid effects. 

Green’s Pack My Bags, a 1940 autobiography of his school days, was written because Green felt he would die during the coming war. He had 

joined the London Fire Service Auxiliary, which was particularly dangerous during the intense Blitz of 1940-41. Oddly, in the book he dwelled on his experiences at Eton and Oxford and a few other experiences of his youth, but said little about his literary career or family. 

In 1945, Green published Loving. Evelyn Waugh’s Brideshead Revisited 

came out the same year. Waugh was scandalized by the bedroom episode in Loving – when the rather exposed Violet Tennant was discovered with Captain Davenport hiding under the covers. Waugh’s various comments were strong enough to cool their close relationship for many years. Green had been best man at Waugh’s first wedding. 

World War II placed Green in London for long periods of time away from his wife and home in Birmingham. The war created a social and sexual laxity, especially during the massively destructive and dangerous German air raids. It had a major influence on Green. He drank a lot and covered his fear and insecurities with a charming bonhomie. Henry in his early 30’s, was handsome, well educated, socially connected, empathetic, witty, and a successful author. 

At the time Green was writing Loving, he also finished Caught, which is set among war-time firefighters in London. The plot is filled with conflicts between fire fighters and their superiors. The main focus includes social class differences, romantic affairs, and the enormous stress of their dangerous work. 

The novel Caught mirrored the life Green was living. He had a number of serious romantic relationships, notably Rosamond Lehmann, a novelist and reputed chaser of “impossible men” and Kitty Freud, the sculptor Jacob Epstein’s daughter and first wife of the artist Lucian Freud. Rosamond was the sister of John Lehmann, a prominent editor who got the Woolf’s Hogarth Press to publish almost all of Green’s novels. 

Green had a long term relationship with artist Mary Keene, with whom he had a child. Green helped her finance her divorce and had his friends Dylan and Caitlin Thomas in Wales support her during and after the pregnancy. 

In fairness it must be noted that all of these women were between marriages. Most stayed friends with him and married other people in Green’s social circle. Green often brought his mistresses into his home where they were treated as friends of the family. 

Green’s wife allowed him freedom to operate in business, literature, and carry on an active social life. She was blithely oblivious to Henry’s affairs. Perhaps, she, like others in her social class, considered it infra dig. to make a fuss. Nevertheless, Henry and his wife traveled and socialized together constantly and were graciously copasetic. 

Unsupportable and preposterous negligence was a feature of Green's aristocratic and literary circle. Wit, repartee, sententiousness, insouciance, even superciliousness was the “done thing” and still is. A “blithe spirit” often prevailed. 

III

Much is said about Green.s theme of social responsibility. He was a keen observer of various levels of society. He knew the great houses of England, their follies and furnishings, the fatuousness of the upper classes, their dishonest and lecherous servants, and unfaithful spouses. He also recognized the stresses that develop as one goes through life. 

Rosamond Lehmann wrote he was of two separate personalities; literary and business. In fact, the Henry Yorke part of him was not unusual in his social class. He abhorred Bohemianism and was not political. He mainly enjoyed non-intellectual activities like sporting events, gossip, and TV. His personal tastes were prosaic and he often spouted embarrassing common racial and religious bigotries. He considered himself a conservative businessman. 

Some thought him a snob. Yet his annual 1943 -73 short self-written entries in Who’s Who was anything but self-serving or pompous. For example, he wrote in them that his greatest pleasure was “romancing over a bottle to a good band.” 

He worked at his business until declining health forced his retirement in 1959. He had trouble hearing by the age of 50. He continued to travel frequently with his wife. They stayed with friends such as the Ali Kahn and Peggy Harmsworth in Paris, the Terry Southerns in Switzerland, and the Bryan Guinness. in Ireland. His lightheartedness was supported by story-telling, loud laughter, and alcohol. As he aged, he became increasingly reticent and preferred not to be photographed. 

His friendships with Arthur Koestler and his wife, A. J. Ayer, Cecil Day-Lewis, Isaiah Berlin, V.S. Pritchett, and Christopher Isherwood lasted until his death at a very old 68, in 1973. He remained in his London home most of the time for the last 7 years of his life and was visited by many old friends. 

Green.s last published book was Doting in 1952, when he was 47. In the next 21 years, he seemed not able to complete much. He continued to drink often. He still worked on various projects and did interviews and reviews on the BBC and elsewhere. 

He also published some articles with Terry Southern during the 1950’s. He tried to write a number of other things including several short stories, a play, a non-fiction account of war time firefighting, and an extension of his 1940 autobiography. A number of his late works and fragments were published 20 years after his death in a book called Surviving. 

IV

Henry Yorke possessed many of the same hang-ups and social 

complications that others face. Like some of us, he seemed to feel guilty 

that by accident of birth he was in a privileged class. He was very aware 

of conditions and interpersonal relations in various social classes. His 

personal affairs, relationships, and dilemmas are woven into all of his 

nine novels. 

At each succeeding stage of his life his novels dealt with people of his own current age and their experiences. Back (1946) deals with a returning maimed soldier’s dilemmas, Concluding (1948) is set at a state controlled girl’s school in the future with an old man seeking the vitality of youth, marries a widow and has a dull marriage and little from it. Nothing (1950) placed in austere post-war England involves a widowed and libidinous middle aged couple. Doting (1952) is about a questionably successful “open” marriage. Last flings fail, and their relationship is ruined by small talk and nagging. 

Each of his novels changed focus as current conditions in his private life and conditions in England changed. In each novel he tried new stylistic techniques. The situations are not unusual ones and are often comical. It seems to some that each of his novels was fresh, artistic, and innovative. Green remains relatively unknown today. A biography (2000) and positive comments over the years by John Updike and V.S. Pritchett have helped maintain interest in him. Eudora Welty was a great supporter. In 1961, she wrote: 

“Through the novels of Henry Green from Living on, a strong 

originality has poured in a stream at once pure and changing. 

Other good novelists in England who were brought up at the same 

time and in the same mold of home and school and university 

wrote and still write at times rather like one another, but not one 

has produced one novel that in conception or in the writing seems 

now in the same world of art with Living and Party Going or 

Caught or Loving or Back or Concluding or Nothing or Doting or, 

in quite the same way these novels seem, in the world with us. His 

novels are not only unlike those of other writers, they are to an 

unusual degree unlike one another, and while each has been made to stand as clear as possible out in space, yet there could be above 

all no mistaking the hand. The intelligence, the blazing gifts of 

imagery, dialogue, construction, and form, the power to feel both 

what can and what never can be said, give Henry Green’s work 

an intensity greater, this reader believes, than any other writer of 

imaginative fiction today. For thirty years the nature of each next 

work has been unpredictable, and this is still the case. His remains 

the most interesting and vital imagination in English fiction in our 

time.” 

V

Biography itself sometimes is so interesting that it can take on a life of 

its own. It has become a profitable industry. 

Biographies shift the reader’s focus to events of the author’s life and 

away from the work itself. Though it can explain much about the work, 

the work ought to stand on its own. When it doesn’t, a good biography 

will always give the book some helpful support.

