Auto (self) bio (life) graphy (writing) 

Forerunners and origins:

-confession (initially, a narrative of soul's progress towards God). 

-apology (philosophical explanation and justification of one's beliefs). 

-memoir (recollections of a person involved in, or witness to, significant events). 

Rousseau's Confessions (1781). 

I have resolved on an enterprise which has no precedent, and which, once complete, will have no imitator. My purpose is to display to my kind a portrait in every way true to nature, and the man I shall portray will be myself. 

Simply myself. I know my own heart and understand my fellow man. But I am made unlike any one I have ever met; I may be no better, but at least I am different. Whether Nature did well or ill in breaking the mould in which she formed me, is a question which can only be resolved after the reading of my book.

Some definitions:

Autobiography--as a genre at the confluence of self, life, and writing--is a literary record of human evolution in individuality... As narrative, autobiography entails relationships within the writer's experience and identity structured or patterned by the passage of time. (Goodwin, p. 10) 

Autobiography is "a conscious shaping of the selected events of one's life into a coherent whole" (Mandel in Jelinek p. 2) 

Autobiography is understood to be a process through which the autobiographer struggles to shape an "identity" out of amorphous subjectivity. (Sidonie Smith p. 5) 

Some problems and opportunities:

 “Does that mean our autobiographies are constructed, that they had better be viewed not as a record of what happened . . . but rather as a continuing interpretation and reinterpretation of our experience?” (Bruner p. 575). 

“Each event spoke with a cryptic tongue. And the moments of living slowly revealed their coded meanings” ( Wright 12). 

“the intersection of narration and reflection, of story-telling and essay-writing. It can present its story and reflect and consider the meaning of the story” (Hampl “Memory” 1012)

 “This genre, apparently so simple, so self-evident, so readily accessible to the reader, is ultimately as complex as the subject it seeks to capture in its representation and as various as the rhetorical expressions through which, with the mediation of language, that subjectivity reads itself into the world” (Smith p. 3). 

Traditional criteria for evaluating autobiography: (Jelinek) 

· It must centre exclusively or mostly on its author, not others. 

· It should be representative of its times

· The autobiographer should be self-aware

· The autobiographer must aim to explore, not exhort. 

Unified shaping is traditionally (?) considered ideal

· Generally considered as extraneous to a reflective, artistic study are one's domestic life, minor illnesses, and other matters considered trivial and mundane. 
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Questionnaire For Writing Autobiography

1) What physical traits (face, hands, feet, body gestures, ways of walking, talking, wearing clothes) do you see in yourself? What do you identify as your pleasing/displeasing characteristics? 

*2) What are your main habits? Life patterns? Tastes in music, books, movies, friends? What do these contribute to your life? 

3) Describe the major landscapes (interior and exterior) of your life so far, the main place(s) you associate with your childhood, the place you live now. How do you respond to these? 

4) Describe your mother and father. What senses and/or physical objects do you associate most strongly with each? 

5) What other members of your family have had a profound influence on you? Provide visual scenes and details of these people. Most important person outside the family? Provide details. 

*6) What is your earliest recollection? Be as detailed as possible. Other early memories? What events were most important in passing from childhood to adulthood? Before starting school? Primary and secondary? Render scenes as vividly as possible. 

7) What are your major fears and how have they affected you? Major pleasures? Recurrent and memorable dreams? Trace these back into childhood as far as you can. 

8) What are your attitudes toward money, sex, violence, love, family life, food, animals, and so on? How do these affect your life? 

9) What about your character concerns/upsets you and why? What do you identify as those things that cause you to act as you do? What are your ambitions? Obstacles? 

10) What kinds of jobs have you held and how have they affected your ambitions, your attitudes toward people associated with them? 

11) What are your most deeply held secrets and the reasons for them? Most cherished memories? Why you’ve held onto them? 

12) What are the major issues in your life? What choices are open to you?

