These days, the life stories of ordinary Australians outsell everything on the shelf. Patti Miller looks at the phenomenon of the autobiography.

Me, myself and I 
the best‑selling power of one

One day early in 1980, the story goes, a large, handwritten manuscript arrived at a West Australian publishing house. It was an old man's simple account of his own life.

"Would you print 100 copies of Dad's book, please?" asked the family who had brought it in. "Enough for the family and a few friends."

The Fremantle Arts Centre Press read the manuscript and thought it had "some​thing" that might speak to a wider audi​ence. Through the life of the old man, the manuscript told a quintessential Aus​tralian pioneering story. The Press offered a small print run of 3,000 and the Facey family was delighted. The rest of the story is more than history ‑ it's Australian publishing legend.

Over 600,000 copies later, more Aus​tralians have read Albert (A. B.) Facey's A Fortunate Life than practically any other book ‑ with the possible exceptions of Murray Ball's Footrot Flats and the Bible. Now a Penguin title, it has been published in both illustrated and large​print editions, an audio‑cassette version, and was made into a successful television mini‑series. It has sold more than twice as many copies as the nearest top‑selling Australian novel (Ruth Park's The Harp in the South) and is still selling steadily 14 years after its release.

But A Fortunate Life is not the only autobiography (or life story, as the genre is also known) Australians are hungrily reading. Since its publication in 1987, again by Fremantle Arts Centre Press, Sally Morgan's story of her discovery of her Aboriginal identity, My Place, has sold more than 400,000 copies and has also been published in a children's ver​sion. Sara Henderson's From Strength to Strength (Pan MacMillan, 1993), a story of emotional and physical endurance in the outback, has already sold 250,000 copies. Even the more complex mixture of life writing, fiction and essay of Drusilla Mod​jeska's Poppy (McPhee Gribble, I992) has sold nearly 20,000 copies.

Australians not only have an insatiable appetite for reading about other people's lives, they also have a seemingly endless capacity for writing life stories.

According to the Fremantle Arts Centre Press, of the 60 unsolicited manu​scripts they receive each month, 60‑70 per cent are autobiographies. "We read them all carefully in case one has that spark," says an editor. Not so at Penguin, however, where a spokesman seemed over​whelmed by the several thousand unso​licited manuscripts that are received there each year ‑ at least one‑third of them autobiographies.

Why do so many Australians read auto​biographies?'Why do they write so many? And why does best‑selling autobiography sell more than best‑selling fiction?

Before going any further, I must con​fess (and life writing does have its origins in the confessions genre) to a passionate and subjective interest in the area. My job is helping people to write their life stories.

I'm endlessly curious about the living of lives, so it's suitable work. I'm fascinated by the way writing can transform a life, as well as being inspired continually by the enormous courage of ordinary lives. And it is the autobiographies of ordi​nary people that are the super‑sellers. Despite one publisher's statement that, "Generally, the more famous a person, the more the autobiography will sell," it is the stories of people unknown to the pub​lic that sell in the hundreds of thousands.

It's easy to under​stand the interest in autobiographies of the famous ‑ most people are curious to find out what hap​pens behind the public facade of the famous and, para​doxically, believe that an autobiogra​phy will publicly reveal the private self. Similarly, an interest in literary autobiography is understandable. For those who like to know how things are made, there is al​ways the hope that connections between the real and fictional worlds may be re​vealed. There is a certain pleasure in seeing the workings of a great imagination; the coverings lifted to show the pistons pushing and spark plugs firing.

But what about Albert Facey and Sally Morgan and Sara Henderson? Before they wrote their autobiographies, they were not well‑known, had not lived lives of public recognition and were not writ​ers. And yet their combined sales are more than one and a quarter million ‑ a staggering figure for Australia and one that fiction writers only dream about. Why would Australians rather know about the life of someone they have never met and never even heard of, than read a novel by an accomplished author?

"Because we believe autobiographies are 'true'," says Professor Elizabeth Webby of the English Department at the University of Sydney. Professor Webby was instrumental in defining life writing for the newly established $12,000 Nita B. Kibble Award for Women Writers (in the area of life writing).

"In Australia, there is still a deep‑seat​ed suspicion of fiction as 'made‑up' and therefore not useful, a waste of time. Autobiography is seen as 'truthful' and so there is the frisson of curiosity ‑ some​thing is going to be revealed which really truly happened." Webby suggests that there is a degree of voyeurism in this curiosity, the hope of a thrilling revelation of something we shouldn't properly see. "Of course," she adds, "this belief in an access to truth is an illusion. Auto​biography is as much a construction, as much a representation, as fiction."

Dr Simon Petch, who lectures on liter​ary autobiography at the University of Sydney, agrees that there is a

strong element of curiosity and voyeurism in the desire to read autobiogra​phy, but he believes the reasons for the curiosity are of existential importance, not just mere sticky​beaking. He suggests that people need to know that they are both similar to and different from others ‑ that they exist both individually and tribally. "In reading autobiography, we hope to find out that we are at once alike and dif​ferent from others, " he says.

Tom Flood, author of the award‑win​ning novel Oceana Fine, and who has also written about his father and himself in the anthology Family Pictures, believes that the desire for reading life stories springs from the cult of the individual. "They [he doesn't read autobiography himself] want to experience that which is self ‑ have their distinctness confirmed as well as their similarity."

In that case, autobiographical best‑sell​ers must fulfil this function particularly well for large numbers of people. And what is it in the lives of Facey, Morgan and Henderson which, despite difference, offers recognition?

Albert Facey tells of great hardship as a child, of a heartless, abandoning mother, of brutal work from the age of nine, of beating and abuse and exploitation. 
Sally Morgan tells of her alienation and search for identity as an Aborigine and of her mother and grandmother's exploita​tion at the hands of white "owners".

Sara Henderson recounts the physical, financial and emotional hardship of life on an isolated cattle station with a philan​dering American husband. She fights crocodiles, heat, poverty and heartbreak.

None of these are typical Australian lives. Most of us have not gone out to work as children, most of us are not Aborigines, most of us have not lived on a cattle station. So what is the common link with our lives? What strikes me is that these autobiographers all write of quite unusual hardship with tolerance and humour. All of them keep smiling. They all keep the Australian commandment: "Thou shalt not whinge."

Perhaps we readers of autobiography see ourselves as like Facey and Morgan and Henderson in this way. Perhaps we see ourselves as we would like to be reflected ‑ tough, endur​ing, humorous. Whether Australians are whingers or not is beside the point; we like to think of ourselves as getting on with things and not dwelling on our problems. The autobiogra​phers help reinforce one of the central qualities of the mythic Australian identity.

Tom Flood suggests it is even more fundamental than that. He points out that no matter what happens in an autobiogra​phy, whatever suffering, the self always survives. The dead or the disintegrated do not write autobiography. Even if the person disintegrates at some stage in the life story, the autobiography itself confirms that the self has been reunified. Is it simply this reassurance we seek ‑ that the self will survive no matter what happens?

Whatever the deeper rea​sons, readers of autobiography say that they enjoy reading about other people's lives because they experience empathy with the daily traumas and joys of others and because it gives them insight into their own lives. Discovering how others have dealt with the difficulties of life and what qualities are necessary for a life well lived, finding out what made life important to them, recognising one's own experience of love and pain, gaining inspiration from the heroic endurance of others ‑ these surely are the offerings of myth and legend.

Could it be that autobiography fulfils the function of myth and legend in a country where the majority of inhabitants lack a continuous mythic culture? Perhaps autobiography offers us ways to deal with the monsters and wolves and demons, the mountain ranges and ravines in the uncharted journey of our lives.

But is this why people write autobiogra​phy? Is writing an autobiography an attempt to make some kind of order of the possibly random chaos of a life? Simon Petch thinks so: "It is an act of power, of taking control. Even if you don't set out with the agenda of creating meaning, it happens anyway. Your agen​da can often be hidden from yourself but it emerges through the writing. It can also be an attempt to reconcile issues."

It's a technique familiar to counsellors and psychologists. Josie McSkimming, a counsellor at the Adoption Resource Centre, in Paddington, Sydney, , says that the telling and writing of one's lifestory can be good therapy ‑ helping people to both take control of their lives and to rec​oncile issues. She explains that the idea is to separate people from their problem ~ to see the problem as a character so to speak, in their life story. And because they are telling or writing the story of their life, they gain a sense of themselves as in charge of it and, so, in charge of the problem. For adopted people, it is a process of "stitching together" the known and unknown stories of their lives.

In my own work, I've found this need to connect the elements of a life is com​mon among life story writers. Often, these writers have experienced some kind of tear or cut across their life ‑ adoption, childhood abuse, divorce, loss, cultural and geographic displacement. A large percentage of people who have emigrated to Australia feel a strong need to "write their lives back together".

Perhaps all of us in Australia are dis​placed in some way: either our roots are elsewhere or our culture has been tram​pled on, and our fascination with autobi​ography is an attempt to make a new place for ourselves. Andrew Riemer's autobiographical tale, Inside Outside, expresses, even in its title, the quest of many immigrant life story writers to find and name their place in Australia.

In their introduction to The Penguin Book of Australian Autobiography, edi​tors John and Dorothy Colmer state that the search for personal identity in Australia has often been inextricably tied up with the search for national identity: "In Australia, the impulse to record a hitherto unrecorded world, to chart rapid social changes and to discover the truth about national identity has been as strong as the impulse to discover the self, and, moreover, is inseparable from it."

But whether we have led peaceful, uni​fied lives or whether our lives have been scarred by numerous ruptures, most of us find the idea of our lives as random and meaningless unbearable. Making a narra​tive out of our lives, giving it a shape, and even a size, creates at least the illusion of meaning and the illusion of unity of being.

The various fissures of life ‑ loss and fear and grief ‑ are woven over to varying extents by the narrative structures of writ​ing. It seems that the enchanting patterns of story transform a life from its random moments into a whole and pleasing con​struction which oneself and others may enter into.

While some autobiographers might be motivated to write by the desire to join up all these disparate parts and create a meaning, most of the hundreds of autobiographers 1 have worked with name a much sim​pler motive. They say they just want to hand on to future gen​erations a sense of what their own life has been about. This is especially true of the older generation, people who are nearing the end of their own life. It is a kind of telling of tribal myths and legends ‑ as if to say: "These were the adventures of my life and this is how I dealt with them."

This is life story as history, too, the telling of what life was like in my day". And it is what Simon Petch describes as "the tendency to make one's life seem of more than individual significance". It is also a way of fixing one's life permanently on paper, an insurance against disappear​ing without trace.

The desire for immortality? Is that it? Autobiographers write to create a self who will continue on after death. It brings us back to the reason for reading autobi​ography ‑ to be reassured that the self endures. It could be that the reading, and the writing, of autobiography is another valiant effort of the ego to convince that the self exists.

Given, then, its possible existential importance, and its huge popularity, why is autobiography somewhat pooh‑poohed as a genre, especially among fiction writ​ers? Both Professor Webby and Dr Petch suggest it's just a matter of fashion. They point out, for example, that the 19th‑cen​tury literary hierarchy put poetry at the top of the list, followed by history and meaning, most of the hundreds of autobiographers 1 have worked with name a much sim​pler motive. They say they just want to hand on to future gen​erations a sense of what their own life has been about. This is especially true of the older generation, people who are nearing the end of their own life. It is a kind of telling of tribal myths and legends ‑ as if to say: "These were the adventures of my life and this is how 1 dealt with them."
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Given, then, its possible existential importance, and its huge popularity, why is autobiography somewhat pooh‑poohed as a genre, especially among fiction writ​ers? Both Professor Webby and Dr Petch suggest it's just a matter of fashion. They point out, for example, that the 19th‑cen​tury literary hierarchy put poetry at the top of the list, followed by history and biographylautobiography, and at the bot​tom ‑ somewhere near today's romantic potboilers ‑ fiction. The 19th century believed in and valued the idea of truth and the individual, and saw autobiogra​phy as a way of discovering the truth of an individual's being. Late 20th century writers are much less convinced of the existence of truth. Many would agree with French writer Baudrillard's remark that

"reality is an outdated concept".

Tom Flood admits to once having a dis​dain for autobiography. He did not like its overlap with therapy, which he believed devalued the idea of literature for its own sake, nor did he like the usurping of imag​ination by the "facts". For him, the writer's loyalty must always be to the necessity of the story, not to any outside requirements. Still, he now believes that there is very little difference between the genres: "In auto​biography, you start off know​ing the characters and the plot and come to realise you don't, and in fiction, you start off not knowing the characters and plot and in the end realise you do."

Many recent biographers and autobiog​raphers have blurred the boundaries between biography and fiction. Drusilla Modjeska has used a mix of personal his​tory, fiction and essay in both Poppy and The Orchard. The traditional distinction between biography as true and fiction as, ‘untrue' is consciously undone, especially in Poppy. Throughout this exploration of her mother's life, Modjeska makes clear her position on the truth of memory, fact and fiction: "the story has been told so many times that no‑one can remember if the original is true." And again:‑‑‑Use your imagination,' she [Poppy] said, not hesitating to use hers."

While it is important for readers to believe they are getting the "truth" when they are reading autobiographies, Professor Webby says that many writ​ers offer an emotional truth rather than a literal truth.

"All our constructions of reality - historical, scientific or imaginative ‑ are fictive," she says. "It is how one values one's experience that is important."

Petch adds that "truth is not a useful concept when talking about autobiogra​phy, although he believes it is crucial that autobiographers have credibility. "Read​ers are affronted if they start suspecting they are being lied to," he says. Petch rec​onciles these views by saying that as long as emotional validity is maintained, then the reader allows imaginative excursions.

But the life stories that are most popu​lar in Australia ‑ way beyond a literary audience ‑ are the straightforward accounts of life which appear to be inno​cent of any conscious constructions of the self or truth. Still, one only has to read Sara Henderson's introduction in From Strength to Strength to learn that she had intended to give her readers an entirely different version of her relationship with her husband, if only through what she didn't say. Even the non‑literary autobi​ographer is aware that a version of a life is being offered.

It is a kind of contract between reader and writer, the kind we engage in when we begin the process of friendship. We tell our life stories, slowly, each of us knowing that edited highlights are being proffered. Over time, seeing our friend in action, listening to the tone of her voice, noting the occasional unconscious lapse, we see that there is a lot more to her life than is being told. It is the same with autobiography. It offers many of the plea​sures of discovery of friendship except we have the safety of not having to disclose anything ourselves.

As we read through an autobiography, we see the self which the writer wants to show us, but as we read on, we also see between the lines a self unintentionally revealed. Sometimes it is simply the sud​den clipped grammar around, a certain subject or moment which reveals hurt and avoidance. We read the apparent version, but we also read parallel versions. It is a highly dangerous business, this writing autobiography.

The versions of a life which millions of Australians read as if their lives depended on it are those which offer endurance through hardship. The writing in these autobiographical best‑sellers is unsophis​ticated, often pedestrian, but then, a quiet undemanding walk can be soothing, and good for the health.

We are offered the struggle of fallible creatures like ourselves; we are offered the search for identity and love, and we are offered, finally and always, hope. And who could criticise such an offering? 
