
 
The Historical and Biographical Lenses

What They Are, Why They’re 
Important and How to Apply Them



Historical
• By examining the times 

and culture the author 
was immersed in, we 
can better understand 
their work

• A historical lens is 
necessary to fully 
understand allusions



• Views history as subjective, rather than 
objective

• Gained momentum in the 1970’s, and 
championed perspective as the defining 
characteristic of most historical works – 
i.e., winners write history

• To use a metaphor, everyone’s lens is 
differently colored and therefore they 
may see the same thing in a different 
light



Biographical

• View work as the product of a person’s life
• By examining a person’s life, it is easy to track 

their influences and what circumstances birthed 
certain ideas

• However, some believe this style of examining 
work makes everything relative rather than 
universal



Questions to Ask When 
Examining a Life through 

a Historical Lens:

When did this person live?

What events were occurring 
at the time that

they may have been 
influenced by?

Was there a purpose to their 
work at the time?

Questions to Ask When 
Examining a life through a 
Biographical Lens:

How was this person raised?

Did they suffer through any kind 
of tragedy or struggle?

What were their personal 
beliefs?

What age/stage of life were they 
in when they wrote the work?



Questions to Ask When 
Examining a Life with a 
Historicism Lens:

What was this person’s role in the 
political, social or cultural happenings 

of their time?

Were any biases prevalent at the time 
that may have influenced their thinking?

Did this person’s contribution to 
society negatively or positively 

influence



But you don’t want use…
PRESENTISM!!!!



The KEY to Depicting 
a Biography

Sometimes a person’s life is so full of rich 
 details and interesting facts that it’s difficult 
to know what to include and what to leave 
out; but, there are some guidelines to follow 

that will help you depict a biography.



FIRST: 
 Decide the Focus of the Biography 

Major accomplishments  
Character Traits 

Period in Time (Childhood, college, etc.) 
Interaction with Contemporaries 

Because of this person, today we have…. 
An overview of what makes the person significant 



SECOND: 
 Decide the Depiction of the Biography 
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