Life Writing - Autobiography
Definitions

· Life writing is an umbrella term for biography and autobiography, but may also include popular sub-genres such as travel writing, journals or memoirs.

· Autobiography is the story of a person’s life as told by him or herself. However, autobiography is never merely a factual record of the events of a life, but also incorporates elements of creativity and imagination, to greater or lesser extents.
Motivations

· To make money or achieve/enhance celebrity.

· A means of self-expression or self-exploration.

· Coming to terms with the past; confessional purposes.
· To give shape to personal experience and achieve self-understanding.

· To communicate with others on an intimate, personal level.

· To share or pass on knowledge and insights.

Autobiography and Memory

· Memory is important to autobiography because it provides access to the raw material of past experience. That past can be excavated and rejuvenated in the present of the writing.
· But memory should be understood as a resource for enriching or enhancing your writing, rather than something that must be rigidly adhered to.

Autobiography and Creativity

· Autobiography involves constructing a self or persona who both is and is not you, the person writing. Writing about yourself always involves writing about a version of yourself.

· This does not entail ‘lying’ or simply ‘making things up’; but it does allow leeway for the imagination to fill in any gaps, or for a fictional presentation of the ‘truth’.
· Autobiography is not necessarily about ‘telling it like it was’. It is more important to be able to tell a good story, but one based upon actual personal experience.

‘An autobiography cannot be a pure and simple record of existence, an account book or a log book […]. The significance of autobiography should therefore be sought beyond truth and falsity, as those are conceived by simple common sense. It is unquestioningly a document about a life, and the historian has a perfect right to check out its testimony and verify its accuracy. But it is also a work of art, and the literary devotee, for his part, will be aware of its stylistic harmony and the beauty of its images.’










Georges Gusdorf

‘Every autobiography – even when it limits itself to pure narrative – is a self-interpretation.’











Jean Starobinski
In Class Writing Exercise

Write a short piece, in prose or poetry, with the title ‘I am Born’.

Autobiographies: Some Examples

‘Sheila and I are babysitting today and our grandson, Archie, isn’t happy. He doesn’t like the tomato, yam and basil mixture his mother, Alexandra, our daughter, sent over with him this morning. I’m not sure I would either. He also seems unenthusiastic about the harness that secures him in place in his highchair. I’m with him most of the way on that one too. Do I really remember the pressure, the chafing, even the smell of the various harnesses that held the infant John Robert Parker Ravenscroft in place? There was, I know for a fact, a brown leather lead that Nanny used when she took me walking and I can remember the smell, even the taste, of that. It may have had bells on it.

I was born, I have always told people, at the age of four in a woodcutter’s cottage in the Black Forest, but the disappointing truth is that I was born in Heswall Cottage Hospital a few days before the outbreak of the Second World War.’









John Peel, Margrave of the Marshes
‘Man is a prolific being; he has covered the face of the earth. Why fear barrenness then? This very minute women are giving birth in every corner of the world. It was so in Cardiff on 29 March 1913; one birth among thousands. An addition to the pain of the world; a woman groaning and then a baby crying, and continuing to cry for a long time. There are diseases in this world, and little children fall prey to them. Meningitis! There are pictures showing a child who is not all there. But his clothes are pretty.

How far back can one remember? There was a door and a small child playing near it. Something happened. It was opened too suddenly by the maid. An arm was broken. There is a memory of the baby in someone’s lap, and others around them making a fuss. The memory remains; the pain has disappeared. Then silence. If he did exist, where was he?’









R.S. Thomas, Autobiographies
Autobiography
Louis MacNeice
In my childhood trees were green
And there was plenty to be seen

Come back early or never come.

My father made the walls resound,

He wore his collar the wrong way round.

Come back early or never come.

My mother wore a yellow dress;

Gently, gently, gentleness.

Come back early or never come.

When I was five the black dreams came;

Nothing after was quite the same.

Come back early or never come.

The dark was talking to the dead;

The lamp was dark beside my bed.

Come back early or never come.

When I woke they did not care;

Nobody, nobody was there.

Come back early or never come.

When my silent terror cried,

Nobody, nobody replied.

Come back early or never come.

I got up; the chilly sun

Saw me walk away alone.

Come back early or never come.

Ariel

Sylvia Plath

Stasis in darkness.

Then the substanceless blue

Pour of tor and distances.

God’s lioness,

How one we grow,

Pivot of heels and knees!—The furrow
Splits and passes, sister to 

The brown arc

Of the neck I cannot catch,

Nigger-eye

Berries cast dark

Hooks——

Black sweet blood mouthfuls,

Shadows.

Something else

Hauls me through air——

Thighs, hair;

Flakes from my heels.

White

Godiva, I unpeel——

Dead hands, dead stringencies.

And now I

Foam to wheat, a glitter of seas.

The child’s cry

Melts in the wall.

And I

Am the arrow,

The dew that flies

Suicidal, at one with the drive

Into the red

Eye, the cauldron of morning.

