In society, it
is a popular opin-
ion that writing is
a magic thing,
even not com-
prehensible.
However, auto-
biography tells us
how one can
write something.
Robert Lyons'
Autobiography:
A Reader for
Writers is very
helpful to those
who have inter-
ests in writing. In
this book, Lyons
has broken sev-
eral superstitions
about writing,
and these super-
stitions  have
' been the ob-
. stacles in the way
of writing for a
long time.

First Lyons
has broken the
superstition that
our writing has
to deal with
something exceptional, to deal with
the celebrity. He states “it is not

W hat Can We Do with
Autobiography?

by Liu Wei, grad student, Bemidji State University

necessary to start off by recounting
some grand and exceptional accom-
plishment or to worry if nothing in
our lives strikes us as being very
exceptional” (84). The superstition
that our writing material has be
something exceptional is very
harmful to common people because
they seldom experience something
exceptional. Thus many people
dare not write. This also harmed me
a lot. In China, this superstition is
prevalent. It goes like you should
write about the life of the celebrity,
the revolutionary, the soldier, the
worker, the peasant and etc; or you
writing should represent the
achievement of the socialist coun-
try. It seems that the life of student
or the life of intellectual is not
worth writing. As a student, I go to
the school and come back; one day
is much like another. I don't feel in
my life there is something that can
be as grandeur as the revolutionary;
nor do I have a chance to near the
worker and etc. without affecting
my study. Thus for a long time, I
don't think I may get the writing
material, and don't write anything.
I just send an essay to my city news-
paper once without receiving the re-
sponse. During my twenty-nine
years' life, I hadn't got any of my
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writings published. Now when I
look back at my blank life in China,
I feel the superstition about the writ-
ing material played a great role in
it.

The autobiographies we
used for the class are also written
by common people. Linda Brent's
Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl
is about Brent's life as a slave girl in
the southern plantation. Obviously
she is not a celebrity but a common
person. Rachel Calof's Rachel
Calof's Story is about the hardships
of her immigrating life in America.
She is also a common person, not a
celebrity. Perhaps the only author
that is famous among our textbooks
is Henry David Thoreau. His
Walden is world famous. In China,
Walden has been translated again
and again. Still we are safe to say
this book is written by a common
person. Because Thoreau has writ-
ten only two books, and Walden is
his masterpiece. Thus when he was
writing it, his reputation had been
established.

When the things of common
people get written down onto the
paper, I see the lives of common
people are also meaningful and
touching. This piques me interest to
write my own life down onto the
paper. I have written an essay about
my summer life in China when I was
six years old, and it has got pub-
lished by American literary maga-
zine Wired Heart. This is an elec-

tronic magazine whose office is in
Florida. It gives my essay an
Internet address: 198.92.138.78/
liu wei under still starry sky.html.
In my view, this may be the best
outcome that a student can get from
the course. On the Internet, the
magazine does not paragraph my
essay, but when I do the submission,
it is paragraphed. It runs as the
following::
Under the Still Starry Sky

In recent days the tempera-
ture in my hometown—Chongging,
China—was standing at one hun-
dred and five degrees. In the day-
time, the glare of the sun melted the
pitch on the road on which my plas-
tic sandal had been glued several
times. At home, even though I sat
motionless, I still felt the sweat ooze
from my skin slowly.

Thank God. The torrid af-
ternoon dragged away at last. Af-
ter supper, [—a six-year-old kid—
said to my parents, “Daddy,
Mommy, [ want to go out to have a
walk.”

“Sure. A walk after meals
every day may make you live ninety
nine years.” My mother was always
fond of such adages about health.

Then I bounced out of my
home. On the playground, I saw
several adults watering the gray
ground, water basin in hand. When
that was over, I walked over the wa-
tered patches that looked black. Im-
mediately I felt the rising heat ca-

ress my feet. It was not hot; it was
warm. I liked that kind of feeling.

Watering the playground
was the prelude of our congenial
evening life. When the watered
playground got dry and cool, doz-
ens of the families began to come
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abaking cage. We could not have any
pleasure at home but would undergo
the heat. So every day we spent the
whole evening on the playground
under the sky till midnight when we
returned home to sleep.

Now I began my pleasures

out of our shabby living

for tonight. First I tried

building into the play- I woke from my | 1, count the stars in the

ground, bamboo bed in
hand. On the play-

contemplation
and said to my
ground, they settled up father, “Daddy,

boundless sky. Each
time when I counted
over fifteen, then I

the bamboo beds by why don't you would become uncer-

wood stools. Among . tain about whether the
continue the

these people, I also saw P next star should belong

my father and my story...: to the ones I had

mother, and helped them in doing
the same job. Then I place a bottle
that contained ice water by our
bamboo bed. In the daytime after
adding sugar into a bottle of the
boiled water, my father would put
the bottle into the refrigerator of his
working place, and at night we
could enjoy the ice water.

As soon as [ lay down on
the bamboo bed, I took my breath
at ease unwilling to move one
muscle. All the sweat and fatigue
from daytime were leaving my
body. In the mean time, many other
people were resting on their bam-
boo beds like I.

At that time, the deficien-
cies ofice cream, cold drink, refrig-
erator, air-conditioner, television
and even the electric fan shaped our
summer life. At night the room in
our shabby living building remained

counted. I heard the little girl who
was lying three meters apart from
me articulating numbers in her crisp
voice, “fifteen, sixteen, seventeen,
cighteen.” At the last number the
voice faltered. I should say she was
better than I.

Then I changed my pro-
gram. Lying comfortably on the
bamboo bed, I began to contem-
plate the sky over me. At present
my whole world appeared to be the
sky overhead only. All the shabby
living building and the steaming air
were sent into limbo. Looking up,
I could not find the moon but the
countless stars scattering in the
boundless sky. I heard the elder sis-
ter of that little girl showing that girl
where was the Big Dipper. I had no
interest in the knowledge of it be-
cause in my view every star in the
sky was amazing in its own way.
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The ceaselessly flickering stars gave
off the bright white light, which made
them brilliant against the dark blue
sky. The occasionally flickering stars
gave off the steady dim light, which
made them look soft in the dark blue
sky. All the stars were sending the
cold light in silence, which worked
into a still starry sky.

Perhaps each star had a story.
Oh, story was interesting. I woke
from my contemplation and said to
my father, “Daddy, why don't you
continue the story of the Three
Empires?”

“OK.” After a draught of
the ice water, he began to favor me
with the story. During his recitation,
I asked questions now and then.

“Has that ever-victorious
general lost a battle during his life?”
inquired I.

“Oh, yes, finally in a place
called Wheat Town he suffered a di-
sastrous defeat and was beheaded
by the enemy.”

“What a pity!” I breathed a
long sigh.

During the story telling, we
continuously drank the ice water
that was only two pints. Many a
time I wished I was able to spare
the next draught, but one draught
invoked another. When drinking, [
felt its sweetness and coldness mas-
saging every heated nerve of mine.
To me, it was nectar.

Later, lying under the still
starry sky, I felt it looked so tran-

quil that it must be able to bless my
lot. Gradually I yielded to the
drowsiness with the still starry sky
as my cover.

Suddenly I heard a stir from
the resting congregation. “Earth-
quake is coming here! Earthquake
is coming here!” Somebody broke
the news in an agitated tone. Hav-
ing seen some families get startled
at this, I arose on my bamboo bed
waiting for the order from my par-
ents. Several minutes later, another
news came declaring that the earth-
quake was in Canada and the
former news was owing to a wrong
intelligence.

“Canada—that is ten thou-
sand kilometers away from here.
How can the intelligence staff make
such a blunder?” Several adults
were complaining about it.

With my sleepy eye gazing
at the face of my mother, I uttered,
“Mommy, where is Canada?”

“It's a far, far place.”

After I made sure that the
earthquake was too far to be able
to affect us in the least, I lay down
on the cozy bamboo bed, consoled.
Yeah, the earthquake shall not dis-
turb us who rested under the still
starry sky, shall it?

The above is my essay. I'd
like to make an acknowledgement
that my teacher Susan (Hauser)
read it before 1 sent it to the press,
and some words of it were hers. If
considering the writing material, the

material is not exceptional. There
is no war, no invention, no big deal.
I feel the essay is fine. This semes-
ter we held a reading meeting in
Headwater High School for our
“Dust and Fire.” That noon when I
went there, I met Carol Bly. When
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Because many people assume that
since we write about our past, while
our memory cannot retain every-
thing in the past, thus the written
experience must be less than our
actual experience. Yeah, nobody
can remember everything in his or

she asked me whether [

her past. However, the

brought with me some Especially she assumption is not safe
writing, I showed her asked me about | because it overlooks one
this one. She told me it the bamboo thing that is by writing
was very good when | ped, and told | down our life, we find

she finished reading it.
Especially she asked me
about the bamboo bed,
and told me there was a

me there was a
lot of bamboo in
her garden.

something that we
haven't been conscious
of before. For example,
when Brent wrote her

lot of bamboo in her garden.

Yeah, the life of us common
people is meaningful. Those who
think that the life of common
people is not meaningful is just be-
cause they haven't discovered the
meaning in it; they haven't used a
pen to write down their life.

Here we have reached the
most beneficial thing that Lyons
brings to us. It is that writing auto-
biography serves as a perspective
for an individual to discover the
meaning in his or her life. He says
that writing autobiography is to ex-
plore some past moment (13). And
Oriana Fallaci says, “I think trans-
parency should always be substi-
tuted for what is secret” (26). That
is to say by writing our own life
down, we discover something in our
life. This point is critical in consider-
ing about writing autobiography.

autobiography, she might feel “Oh,
how vicious my master had been
to me; what a dangerous position I
had been, but at that time I didn't
know clearly.” WhenTobias Wolff
wrote his autobiography, (This Boy's
Life: A Memoir) he might feel “Oh,
Dwight is actually so bad a guy, but
at that time I haven't noticed it.”

The same is true with my-
self. Now all my writings deal with
my own life both in China and in
America. They belong to the genre
of memoir. When I am doing it, I
feel now many things in the past
become clearer than they were at
the time they happened. For in-
stance, in April, 2000, I wrote an
essay about my watching the play-
ing of “Go” in my hometown of
Chongqing, China.

In the essay, I describe two
Go players, the black jacket and the
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brown jacket, playing Go.

“Go is a kind of traditional
Chinese chess. There are 361 points
on the checkerboard. The one who
gets more points on the checker-
board than his rival wins the game.
I feel one basic tactics of playing
Go is to surround the rival's pieces
and kill them. Thus playing Go is just
like a battle on the checkerboard.”

During the game, the brown
jacket uses the black pieces, while
the black jacket uses the white
pieces. In a big battle, the black
pieces kill thirty-odd white pieces.
At that time, I suppose that the
brown jacket will feel relaxed and
win the game soon. Then I wrote:

When a white piece is put
on the blue paper, I hear a crisp
sound. This is an exhibition of con-
fidence. Ilike the sound very much.
The brown jacket takes deeply one
smoke after another, which is a sign
of encountering difficulties. I can-
not understand why he does so. Per-
haps he is a heavy smoker. Perhaps
besides winning the game, he likes
to kill as many white pieces as he
can.

In the meantime, the black
jacket keeps puts the whites pieces
on the checkerboard with the crisp
sound. The assumptions of the two
should be interchanged. These two
odd guys.

But the result is beyond my
supposition. The black jacket wins
the game. Then [ wrote: ““You have

been killed of so many pieces, how
can you win?”’ I ask the black jacket.

“During that big battle,
when he was engaged in attacking
my white pieces that were on the
west edge, I was also attacking the
black pieces from the east—the
area near the middle of the check-
erboard. His attacking pace turned
out to be faster than mine, and killed
my pieces, which is within my ex-
pectation. On the other hand, al-
though my attack from the east didn't
kill the black pieces, it formed strong
force in the middle of the checker-
board, which had influence over the
whole checkerboard, while his vic-
tory of the battle was just regional,”
the black jacket answers.

This watching happened in
February, 1997. Three years ago
when I was watching the game, 1
didn't notice that the pose of the two
guys were not only the real reflec-
tion of their feelings but also the
situation on the checkerboard. At
that time I just felt they were odd.
Now when I am writing about the
scene, [ know their judgment of the
situation on the checkerboard is
much accurate than mine. Thus
writing my life provides me with a
more effective perspective to view
my past, to view my life. In Head-
water High School at noon, Carol
Bly gave us a lecture. The main idea
of'it, I feel, is writing makes us feel
our life is meaningful. I agree with
her.

This semester I take Susan's
course “Creative Writing of Non-
fiction.” In class, we students read
our own writings, and I feel most
of our writings belong to memoir.
Now we are working on publish-
ing a book consisting of our own
writings. Susan asked
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because there are still many blank
areas in the face. The most inter-
esting thing is the end of the stipple
of the pencil. It is connecting with
the line of the eye. It looks strange.
When we draw a painting, we use
a pencil to draw on the paper with

our eye looking at both

us a title for the anthol- ... Weare the scene and the paper.
ogy. At first I had no | using a pencil | Thatisto say we use our
idea about it. Think [writing] to eye to command the
each essay comes from | Jraw our eyes pencil in our hand, not
a different person. The [perspective]. in a contrary. way. We
theme, the expression, don't a pencil to draw

the style of the essays must vary a
lot from each other. How can there
be a title to unify them? I just feel I
should consider it from the feature
of the course. As I said above our
writings deal with our life, and by
writing we get fresh perspective to
view our life. Then I get an idea.
Last Thursday, I proposed Susan to
use the title “Light the Life.” She
said she would propose it to the
class and she did. And during my
proposal to her, John—the faculty
from Moorhead State University—
liked the title, too.

Unlike many other books,
the most wonderful thing of Lyons’
book lies in the picture on its cover.
On the cover, there are green lines
that are delineating a face on which
there are the mouth, the nose, the
eyebrow and the eye. The hand that
is taking a pencil is so delicate that
I think it must be a hand of a lady.
To me, picture is still being drawn

our own eyes. The connection be-
tween the end of the pencil and the
eye remains a puzzle to me. As our
course goes on, and I do more writ-
ings, one day all of a sudden I un-
derstand what does the connection
mean. Here obviously the pencil
means writing. And the eye does
not confine in its literal meaning.
It refers to our perspective. Thus by
the picture, we are using a pencil
to draw our eyes. Yes, when we are
writing memoir, we get fresh per-
spective on our past from time to
time. When we write one essay, we
may get some fresh perspectives on
our life; when we write another es-
say, we may get more fresh per-
spectives on our life. Perhaps this
is an important way for our writing
to make progress. After this being
illustrated, we move to its adjacent
point that writing autobiography or
memoir is done from hindsight. First
as I mention before it is impossible
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for a person to remember every-
thing in his past. On this point,
Lyons states, “Obviously, no writer
is going to erase entirely the pas-
sage of time and re-create exactly
the thoughts and feelings of the
younger person he once was™ (115).
However, this is not a disadvantage
but an advantage. Just imagine if
someone really writes his life down
exactly as it was, what may the reader
feel? It will read like record or his-
tory, but not like literature. Thus our
inadequate memory prevents many
people from spending futile effort.
Actually autobiography is written
from hindsight, not from the sight
when the thing happened in the
past. For this Lyons says, “Any
writer of autobiography is telling us
about himself as he was at some
time in the past, but he is also writ-
ing about that from the perspective
of the present, with whatever ad-
vantages hindsight provides” (115).
This may be a difference between
autobiography and biography. Be-
cause biography is done by another
person instead of the figure in the
book himself. It is unlikely for him
to have hindsight. His view of the
figure in biography is just another
perspective that might have nothing
to do with the difference of time.
One advantage of hindsight is
that we may get detached from the
time of the happening in the past,
and view it more clearly. For this,
Lyons says, “When we write our

past, we know it but are not envel-
oped in it, since we possess a de-
gree of detachment toward our past,
we often want to make some €x-
plicit interpretation of our experi-
ence” (317). Suppose we go to the
mountain. In the mountain, we
might not see the terrain of the
mountain clearly. If we want to en-
joy a clear view of a mountain, we'd
better looking at the mountain in the
distance or looking at it from the
air, instead of entering the moun-
tain.

There is one big problem here,
especially when the writing of au-
tobiography deals with one's child-
hood. That is to say when one be-
comes an adult and writes about his
childhood, what pattern of expres-
sion should he adopt to describe his
childhood? Should we use the na-
ive speech or even babble of a child?
Or should we use the words of an
adult? Because some people may
think that since one is describing
childhood, thus it will be unbeliev-
able for the child to utter the big
words. Some may hold that if the
language of the autobiography con-
sists entirely of that of children, it
may not appeal to the reader at all.
The answer is that one can use any
words he likes to write an autobi-
ography. Both Brent's Incidents in
the Life of a Slave Girl and Wolff's
This Boy's Life deal with the life of
childhood, and they both use big
words for it.

In China, I had been disturbed
by this a lot. Because when [ wanted
to write about my childhood, I
would worry about the criticism of
somebody that it was impossible for
a child like me to use big words, or
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point, then this novel cannot be a
world famous work. It is said that
it is one of three most popular books
in China in 1990s. Thus I feel it is
all right for me to use the words of
adults, the thoughts of adults to de-

to have profound thought. But if I scribe my child hood.
abandon these elements, Again I'd like to use
how can I write some- | Lf I am Wrong | ny own writing as an

thing appealing to the
reader? So I abandoned
the spur of writing about
my childhood. When I

here, then this
essay cannot be
accepted . . .

example. The first para-
graph of my “Under the
Still Starry Sky” runs
like this:

came to America, I feel I can write,
as I like. Especially, last semester 1
took the course of Victorian Novel.
When I read Jane Eyre 1 get enough
support for me to write my child-
hood by the expression of an adult.
This novel is written in the first per-
son. Moreover, it is said that many
things in the book actually happens
in Charlotte Bronte's life. Thus this
novel has strong sense of an auto-
biography. In the beginning of the
novel, Jane describes her mood
when she was locked in a room by
his aunt for her defense against the
attack from her aunt's son. She uses
big words. This also happens when
she describe the scenery she views
from the window and the thoughts
evoked by the scenery. The writing
about the childhood of Jane serves
as a basis for the novel. This is the
starting point of the development of
her character, and later we may see
her character develops from that. If
Charlotte Bronte is wrong on this

In recent days the tempera-
ture in my hometown— Chongqing,
China—was standing at one hun-
dred and five degrees. In the day-
time, the glare of the sun melted the
pitch on the road on which my plas-
tic sandal had been glued several
times. At home, even though I sat
motionless, I still felt the sweat
ooze from my skin slowly.

The words temperature, glare,
plastic, motionless, and ooze are
unlikely to be used or even known
by a six-year-old kid. However,
there is no problem to use them. If
I am wrong here, then this essay
cannot be accepted by two Ameri-
can national literary magazines. The
other magazine that accepts it is also
an electronic magazine. It says that it
wants unpublished writings only. At
that time, this essay had already been
published on the March/April
2000 Issue of Wired Heart, thus 1
have to inform them that and let go
the chance.
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Now we are safe to say that
adopting the expression of adult to
write one's childhood is acceptable.
Further, it is beneficial. Just imag-
ine, if the expressions of adult in
Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl,
This Boy's Life, and Jane Eyre and
my own writing get eviscerated,
what may happen to these writings?
They will lose lots of flavor.

Then we move to next point
about autobiography. Up to now we
haven't touched the problem that
why so many people like to read au-
tobiography. Why? Because it is
true. When a person wants to know
the life of someone, he may feel
good if there is an autobiography
available. People have the desire of
getting knowledge. Thus to some
extent, autobiography is like con-
fession. Among the texts we read
in class, I feel Thoreau's Walden
and Calof's Rachel Calof's Story
possess stronger sense of confes-
sion than the others.

Autobiography is writing
about one's personal experience.
Thus it is unlikely to do generali-
zations. Doing generalizations is
not a safe way to tell the truth. For
example, when someone sees that
a man invites his girlfriend to din-
ner, he makes a generalization, “All
men believe that their bank account
has sexual appeal.” This sentence is
too broad to be persuasive and, like
most extreme generalizations, tells us
much more about the values of

the writers than it does about the
subject matter. In our text, I seldom
see such generalizations. As auto-
biography deal with one's personal
experience, it must be highly indi-
vidualized, instead of being gener-
alized. Therefore the things in an
autobiography are likely to be true.

On this point, it has strong
similarity with letter writing. Let-
ter is written to our friends. It is pri-
vate, and it is telling the things that
actually happened in our life. Thus
both autobiography or memoir and
letter have the sense of confession,
which appeals to the reader most.
Reading a memoir is like reading a
letter to some extent. For instance,
all my writings belong to memoir.
In America, I don't have time to
write letter to my friends in China
one by one. Thus I tell my teacher
in China, if he sees my publications
in the media either in America or
in China, he may regard that is my
letter to him. In fact, when I do my
writings, I have expected that my
friends may see them if they get
published. I feel that when I am
writing a letter, I am telling my
friend the things that actually hap-
pened in my life; when I am writ-
ing a memoir, I am also telling the
things that actually happened in my
life. There isn't great difference be-
tween them. Perhaps the difference
lays only in the respect of literary tac-
tics. Lyons also acknowledges the
value of letter writing. In China, let-

ter writing let me retain the confi-
dence of my writing talent for a
long time. During my life in China,
I did not have any of my writings
published, and my writing was just
ordinary compared with that of
classmates. The only thing that con-
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way practical for me to contact my
friend in China was writing to them.
During the first fortnight here, in
average every day I send a letter to
my friend. Such high frequency of
letter writing had not happened to
me in my life. In these days, I felt I

soles me was the letter was just like a plane that
writing. To my class- I expected ‘?h € | was dashing on the track
mates, letter writing might not like | of the airport. 1 was
was a great embarrass- my answer, dashing faster and
ment. I could notimag- | which was the | faster. When the ninth
ine what occasion may COMMOn dgy came, and | sen‘t the
make them use a pen t.o practice of ninth letter out, I said to
write down their ] myself, “Why can't I
thoughts onto a paper Chinese send some writing to the
and send it out. For me, teachers. publishing house?”

letter writing had never become an
embarrassment. When I could not
talk to my friends, I would write to
them. When [ was writing a letter,
it was just like talking with my
friends. It was a fun. I felt I might
possess some vein of writing. How-
ever, a big problem remained. Let-
ter does not have a high status in
literature, and some people even
doubt it should belong to literature.
In 1996, when I read Chang
Yaoxin’s The Literary History of
America, I saw that in the colonial
period of America, letter played an
important role in literary history.
Then my confidence in the value
of letter writing was strengthened.
I wrote more letters, telling more
truth of my life to my friends.

In August, 1999, I came to
America to study English. The only

Then I did. I sent my “I Come from
Sichuan Foreign Language Insti-
tute” to the newspaper of my old
school in China. I felt I took off. In
December, 1999, it was published
there with substantial deletion to
my work. Recently I know that my
city newspaper published it on
March 28, 2000. Therefore, letter
writing has played an important
role in my later memoir writing. On
this point, Robert Lyons has simi-
lar remarks. He says that letter writ-
ing is an activity that bridges the pri-
vate and public uses of writing (64).

Last semester I took Susan's
Advanced Prose Style class. I re-
member belong long we met, one
day after class when she asked me
what special thing I might have in
writing, I answered, “I like writing
letters to my friends.” I expected she
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might not like my answer, which
was the common practice of Chi-
nese teachers. I did not mind. I told
the truth. Beyond my expectation,
she said, “Oh, good.” I was com-
forted and encouraged. Later I be-
gin to write memoir, and my sec-
ond essay “A Letter to my Literary
Teacher in China” is actually a let-
ter. I sent it to the publishing houses
last fall, although it had not got pub-
lished.

Besides that genuine appeal
of autobiography to the reader, au-
tobiography has great influence
upon the development of literature.
Novel came into being along with
the appearance of women's autobi-
ography in the seventeenth century.
Although there were several mas-
terpieces written by men, almost all
the novels in the early age were
written by women (Ingrid 56). We
see what a tribute autobiography
has made to literature.

Moreover, the origin of the
novel also contributes to the liter-
ary standard of western literature.
The women writers in the seven-
teenth century are intended to tell a
true face of their life, which bids
well for their writings to focus on
moving people rather than attract-
ing people.

The literary standard of a
text is determined by how much it
can move people rather than how
much it can attract people. Thus the
autobiographies of these have chan-

neled western literature in a right
way.

Contrast to this, the Chinese
novel is originated among people
who make money by recounting
legend to the audience in teahouse.
Thus the Chinese novel focuses on
attracting people instead of moving
people. This critical difference de-
termines that western literature
must be at a higher standard than
Chinese literature. This can also
explain why Chinese cannot win
Nobel Prize, although it has 1.2 bil-
lion people. So I feel it is right for
Lyons to put a face of a woman on
the cover of the book instead of that
of a man. For his book, the picture
on the cover appeals to me most.

Many autobiographies deal
with the hardships of the writer.
How the writer will deal with them
is an important facet of their auto-
biographies. Here humor serves as
a device to deal with the hardships.
For example, in Wolff's This Boy's
Life, Wolff imitated the assumption
of Wright when he came to visit his
mother for the first time, which
made his mother and their neigh-
bor laugh heartily. Behind it, we see
that Wolff did not like Wright, who
was going to marry his mother, but
owing to their poor condition, he
could not prevent it. Humor can
turn out to be effective in the occa-
sions in which we can merely en-
dure the hardship, and cannot reason
whether the hardship for us is rea-

sonable or our endurance of it is
reasonable.

On this point, I would like
to use one of my essays as an ex-
ample. In this essay, | describe the
scene that in China when [ was in
primary school, one day after morn-
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examination. Even if I could do so,
I don't want to. Because such rea-
soning reads like political argumen-
tation, and it would damage the
style of literature. Therefore, I can-
not do reasoning here. I use hu-
mor—a literary device—that con-

ing classes, my English

tains enough connota-

teacher detained me in This thing tion against the teacher
the classroom for I actually to end my essay.

could not recite the text |  happened to Finally, as for the
like my classmates did. me. When category of autobiogra-

In China, we have noon | Sysan read this, | Phy, now an autobiogra-

break that is from

phy can belong to either

she said thatI |:7 e
twelve to half past two- had wicked fiction or nonfiction.
a time for the student to Perhaps in the past,

humor.

come home to have

people regard it as non-

lunch and a nap. That noon I had
been unable to recite the text, and
my teacher detained me for a whole
noon break. When the afternoon
classes were going to begin, she re-
leased me and told me that she
would ask me to recite it again the
next week. In the end, I wrote:
“None of my classmates showed up
by now. There was no time for me
to walk home to eat and sleep. To-
day I had been a diligent student for
I was the first one to be in the class-
room.”

This thing actually hap-
pened to me. When Susan read this,
she said that I had wicked humor.
For this essay, I feel it is not easy
for me demonstrate that the teacher
was not right because she would say
what she did was for my good and
for me to get a good score in the

fiction. Among the texts in our
class, I feel Brent's Incidents in the
Life of a Slave Girl and Calof's
Rachel Calof’s Story are nonfiction.
However, there are also many au-
tobiographies that read like fiction.
Plath's The Bell Jar, Wolff's This
Boy's Life and Spiegelman's Maus
all have strong sense of fiction. The
sense of fiction in short is the sense
of making up something. That is to
say if we feel some text is unlikely
to actually happen in life, then the
text may be fiction. On the other
hand, if we feel some text is likely
to actually happen in life, then the
text may be nonfiction. Nowadays
demarcation between fiction and
nonfiction has been blurred pretty
much, and many a time it is not easy
for us to tell whether a text belongs
to fiction or nonfiction.
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Just as the title of Lyons’ tunity for an individual to step into
book Autobiography: A Reader for the domain of writing. Meanwhile
Writers, autobiography cannotonly it contributes a lot to the genre of
appeal to the reader by its truth-tell-  literature.
ing style but also provide an oppor-
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