
Autobiographical Writing Assignment

1.  This assignment emphasizes autobiographical writing.  It should be understood that no judgment is being made as to whether writing out of experience is "better" than writing out of the imagination.  It is simply the case here that we have chosen to limit our choice of subject matter in order to concentrate more intensely on one specific "area" of writing.

2.  A part of the rationale for this assignment is as follows:  We are immensely interested in ourselves.  And yet our lives remain largely secret:  Only we ourselves know what we have seen, smelled, touched, heard, tasted, done, thought, and felt.  Writing about ourselves is a way of coming to understand ourselves, of bringing to surface and clarifying experience which has been submerged in confusion and ambiguity.  Writing autobiographically should first of all be an act of exploring the self. We do not write to tell other people what we already know; we write to find out what we know.  And then, if we choose, we share our discoveries with other people.  It is necessary for us to admit that although we have passed through experience, we have not fully understood it.  For it to work, the writing here should be an inward journey.

3.  A major consideration of this assignment will be the relationship between experience and art.  We will be trying to make poems, stories, and essays out of our lives, to shape that which has no shape, to give form to that which is formless and chaotic.  As a beginning, we should consider at least these two fundamental points:

      A.  The concrete vs. the abstract:  Loosely, we will call concrete anything that can be heard, seen, smelled, tasted, or touched, and we will call abstract anything that cannot be heard, seen, smelled, tasted, or touched.  The word time is abstract because although we know what it is, we cannot register it through our senses.  The word clock is concrete because we can see it, hear it, smell it, taste it, and touch it.  Experience is both concrete and abstract.  A common failure of beginning writers is that they attempt to render experience only abstractly or philosophically.  For purposes of this workshop, it would probably be better to write:

      "On a rainy Tuesday evening in early April, she sat in a blue chair in her living room and watched the hour hand of her clock pass from 9:30 to 10:46," 

than,

  "Once she considered the passing of time."

      B.  Honesty.  We should try to avoid sentimentalizing, or fooling ourselves (e.g., "My mother was a saint"), and exaggerating, or trying to fool our readers (e.g., "He took that icy curve at better than a hundred miles an hour").

4.  Assignment:  You are to write an autobiographical portrait of yourself in the third person.  (Use "he" or "she" instead of "I":  instead of writing "I did not know what to do in that situation, with those apples falling all around me, and so I simply sat down where I was and began whistling ‘Cry Me A River,’" you are to write, "She looked straight into his bloodshot eyes, dropped the rock she had been holding all that time, and said ‘Go home, Philip, it’s too late for us.’")  Using the third person ought to allow you to make a sort of character of yourself and to give you a certain amount of freedom to write as honestly as possible.  To write this portrait of yourself, simply answer thoroughly and conscientiously the questions listed below.  Adjust the questions to suit your own situation.  (For instance, if you are asked to describe your hometown, and you moved around a lot, explain your moving, describe the places that were of most importance, and devote some attention to describing the effect that moving around a lot had on you.)

Do not feel constrained or threatened by the questionnaire; it is simply a device to get you started and keep you going.  It should alleviate some of the burden of decision-making (or deciding what to write next).  If you do not wish to answer certain questions, omit them.  If questions not included here present themselves, answer them.  Be as imaginative or as unimaginative as you wish.  Your portrait should read as an independent piece of writing:  a reader should not have to depend on the questionnaire to understand what you are writing about.  The portrait should be considered a "rough" piece of writing, a quickly written "first draft."  Do not let yourself be held down by trying to perfect your sentences.

QUESTIONNAIRE FOR AN AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL PORTRAIT

1.   Describe subject physically.  Face, hair, hands, feet, body, gestures, way of walking, voice, clothes, etc.  What are subject’s most pleasing physical characteristics?  Most displeasing?

2.   What are subject’s habits?  What patterns are there in subject’s life?

3.   Describe the landscape and the house, or apartment, or room where subject lives now.  (Provide details of all appropriate senses here.)  Describe how subject lives in this environment.

4.   Describe how subject is outdoors, both during the day and at night.  How does subject respond to seasonal changes?  Provide specific geographical areas here.

5.   What are subject’s tastes in music, books, painting, sports, cars, foods, beverages, films, plants, furniture, houses, politicians, magazines, appliances?  Etc.  What are things here that subject is passionate about?

6.   Describe the place or places where subject grew up and spent most of his or her time.  (Be particular about this; use small areas such as city blocks or apartment buildings, or neighbor- hoods, or the geography of a farm.  The rule here would be to use only that area with which subject was thoroughly familiar.)

7.   Describe subject’s attitudes toward the places that have had the most effect on his or her life.  Use concrete details here as much as possible.

8.   Describe subject’s father (as in #1 above).  Provide at least three visual scenes of subject’s father.

9.   Describe subject’s mother (as in #1 above).  Provide at least three visual scenes here, too.

10.  What details of the senses does subject associate with his or her parents?  What physical objects (such as a scarf, a knife, a tree, an ironing board, a bottle) would subject associate with his or her parents?

11.  Provide conversations between subject and each of his or her parents.

12.  Under what circumstances now does subject think about his or her parents?

13.  Describe one or more dreams that subject has had of each of his or her parents.

14.  What are subject’s attitudes toward his or her parents?  How have these changed during subject’s life.

15.  Describe other members of subject’s family who have had a profound influence on subject’s life during the first 18 years or so.

16.  Provide visual scenes, details of the senses, physical objects, etc., for these other members of subject’s family.

17.  What is subject’s earliest recollection?  Be as detailed as possible.

18.  What are other early recollections?

19.  Describe what subject remembers of his or her childhood prior to beginning school.  Try to include at least three events that were of particular importance to subject’s life.  (Remember to be especially concrete here; render scenes as vividly as possible.)

20.  Describe at least three events that were of particular importance to subject’s life during his or her elementary  education.  Include as much general description of subject’s life at that time as is appropriate.

21.  At least three events during high school education.

22.  Describe subject’s passing from childhood into adulthood.  Include events that were of particular importance.

23.  Describe at least three events that caused subject to be profoundly happy during the first 18 years of his or her life.

24.  Three events that caused subject to be profoundly unhappy.

25.  What was the absolute best thing that happened to subject in the first 18 years of his or her life?  Describe.

26.  The absolute worst thing.

27.  What are subject’s major fears now?  Give examples of how these fears have presented themselves to subject and attempt to track them back into subject’s childhood as far as possible.

28.  What are subject’s major pleasures now.  Attempt to track these back, too.

29.  Describe subject’s recurrent or memorable dreams.

30.  Describe the circumstances in which subject feels most ill at ease, discontent, unhappy.

31.  Describe the circumstances in which subject feels most at ease, content, happy.

32.  Describe foolish or silly things subject has done in his or her life.

33.  Describe things that subject has done in his or her adult life that have required the most profound seriousness.

34.  What are subject’s attitudes toward money?

35.  The opposite sex?

36.  Love?

37.  Insanity?

38.  Suicide?

39.  Violence?

40.  Family life?

41.  Food?

42.  Animals?

43.  What habits or physical characteristics of other people does subject find most irritating or displeasing?

44.  Most attractive or pleasing?

45.  With what aspects of subject’s own character and personality is subject most at odds?  How do these affect subject’s life?

46.  What are the motivating forces in subject’s life?  What are the things that cause subject to do what he or she does?

47.  What are subject’s ambitions?  What are the things that subject is actually striving to attain or to accomplish?

48.  What are the major obstacles to subject’s ambitions?  How do these affect subject’s life?

49.  What are subject’s wildest fantasies?  What would subject be if he or she could change his or her life instantly?  What kind of life would subject live if he or she could have anything he or she wanted?

50.  Describe four of five of the jobs subject has held, including people with whom subject worked.  Use language peculiar to the jobs.  Describe subject’s attitudes toward the jobs and the people associated with them.

51.  Describe the one person (other than a parent) of the opposite sex about whom subject has cared most.

52.  The one person (other than a parent) of the same sex as subject about whom subject has cared most.

53.  Describe subject’s behavior and thinking when alone, with no possibility of any kind of companionship.

54.  When among close friends in a comfortable situation.

55.  At a formal party among many strangers.

56.  In a strange city.

57.  At a wedding.

58.  A funeral.

59.  At Christmas.

60.  In the immediate presence of death.

61.  With one other person with whom subject is intimate.

62.  In games.

63.  In terrifying situations.

64.  In awkward situations.

65.  When affectionate.

66.  When angry.

67.  When afraid.

68.  When confronted with hostility.

69.  When confronted with insanity.

70.  When offered affection.

71.  In the presence of children.

72.  Describe situations, circumstances, behavior, and thinking when subject has had mystical or near-mystical experiences.  What are subject’s attitudes toward these experiences?

73.  Describe subject’s major difficulties in dealing with other people, giving specific examples and attempting to track down reasons for these difficulties. 

74.  What burdens does subject carry, and how does subject feel about them?

75.  Design an ideal landscape for subject.

76.  Design an ideal building for subject.

77.  Design an ideal human situation for subject.

