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This book is dedicated to the lives that remain unwritten,  

were deemed not important enough to write in the first  

place or lost before they could be written, as well as  

those who are attempting to stem this tide. 
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CONTEMPORARY LIFE WRITING METHODOLOGIES 
AND PRACTICE 

Donna Lee Brien and Quinn Eades

Over the past decades, life writing has evolved into both a form 

of creative production that is popular with authors and readers, 

as well as a diverse, inclusive and seemingly ever-expanding field 

of academic study. Attracting scholarship from those working in 

the disciplines of creative writing and literary studies, and a wide 

range of other fields including women’s, gender and sexuality 

studies, life writing as both a description of genre and a form of 

practice has displayed considerable potential to bring together a 

range of varied perspectives. Starting from the premise that life 

writing is a significant component of both contemporary artistic 

practice and scholarship, we felt it was necessary in putting this 

collection together to re-evaluate life writing in both those areas 

of enquiry, and to take account of its contemporary subgeneric  

incarnations and the range of methodological and practical 

approaches that are currently in use and circulation. In thinking 

through how to approach this, we kept returning to the organic, 

hybrid and rhizomic nature of much of the new and experimental 

life writing scholarship and practice occurring now in the second 

decade of the new millennium, seeing this evidenced not only in 

traditional areas such as biography and memoir (and enquiry into 

these forms), but also in emerging areas of research and practice. 

Offshoot: Contemporary Life Writing Methodologies and Practice thus 

focuses in on this pairing of contemporary life writing scholarship 
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and practice, consciously bringing together a wide range of rel-

evant perspectives and approaches. 

Throughout the process of conceiving this collection, and 

piecing it together, we have concentrated on balancing both crit-

ical and creative modes of research enquiry and production, and 

providing a forum where these modes could speak to, and across, 

each other. This collection aims to represent not only a wide 

range of subgenres and approaches current within life writing and 

creative writing studies, but to also offer varied and multifaceted 

readings of life writing, recognising the importance and impact of 

subgeneric differences and experimentation on life writing. While 

offering input into important issues of enquiry including, for 

instance, questions of truth, privacy and ethical production, the 

vagaries of memory and the limitations of representation, we have 

also recognised that there are many other areas of investigation of 

interest to, and animating, current study and practice. We have, 

therefore, sought to draw attention to hybrid and experimental – 

even subaltern – methodologies, approaches and practices which 

nonetheless have a strong life writing focus, including in areas 

of writing of contemporary interest such as creative non-fiction, 

poetry and Indigenous writing. 

There is a recurring presence of queer theory and queer theo-

retical approaches throughout this collection, unsurprising when 

this approach offers a questioning of the certainties that underpin 

so much of the more limited and shallow commentary on, and 

criticism of, life writing in the popular media. We purposefully 

invited contributions that placed a particular emphasis on con-

temporary issues within life writing scholarship such as the body, 

technology and digitality, geo-cultural and postcolonial politics, 

storytelling, and self-reflexivity, as well as the role of fictionalisa-

tion and speculation in life writing. We hope that this volume 
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can be read, therefore, as offering a fresh and even innovative 

perspective on both doing, and thinking about, life writing.

Underlying our creation of this collection has been a shared 

belief that it is important to signal the many developments and 

directions in contemporary life writing scholarship and practice 

that are currently occurring in Australia and New Zealand. In 

spite of the interdisciplinary, multidisciplinary and transnational 

impact of life writing, many life writing-orientated scholarly  

publications continue to concentrate on writing and research from 

North America and the United Kingdom. This book, indeed, 

emerged from discussions in relation to this situation, when we 

realised that numerous innovative incarnations of the mode and its 

subgenres were being demonstrated in the work of our peers in the 

forcibly settled country called Australia, where we live. We owe 

a debt to Raewyn Connell’s Southern Theory (2007) for providing 

us frameworks to think through the implications of working in a 

field where most scholarship comes from ‘the North’, and to start 

a project that clearly theorises from ‘the South’. We also note, that 

while this work reveals multiple forms and nuances, and incorpo-

rates a considerable history of investigation and experimentation, 

not all of its producers have been represented, or even cited, in 

international compilations. This may be, in part, due to the nature 

of many intellectual and artistic groups and networks worldwide 

which, despite the opportunities offered by both access to overseas 

travel and digitally based communities and publications, remain 

based in shared localities and local and/or national arts, academic, 

research and funding imperatives and contexts. We are not here 

reprising, or arguing for (or against), ideas such as the tyranny 

of distance (as famously explicated by Geoffrey Blainey in 1966) 

or whether there are global centres (and, therefore, peripheries) 

of intellectual and artistic endeavour. We are, however, noting 
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that – despite the ubiquity of social media – the places where 

people live, work, write and socialise influence the networks 

of colleagues they build and maintain, and the communities 

in which they think, practice and disseminate their work. In 

this, we are not suggesting that the range of life writing practice 

and criticism represented herein – such as multiple subgenres of 

memoir, fictocritical writing and the embedded life writing in 

self-reflexive poetry and other creative forms – are unique to our 

geographical region, but we do assert that these various manifesta-

tions are typical of some of the innovative work being produced in 

Australia and New Zealand today. Not only representative of this 

place, we argue, but also able to provide proof of the expansive 

nature of life writing scholarship and practice globally.

This volume also reveals the cultural and conceptual impact 

of life writing on other fields of practice and study. As well as 

providing insightful discussions into the way in which life writing 

has developed, and is developing, the book also provides a prog-

nostic guide to any of the different courses that new trends in life 

writing scholarship are taking both in, and outside, Australia and 

New Zealand. The collection has been curated with the aim of 

providing what we hope are accessible, expansive and interesting 

evaluations and examples of life writing and its contemporary 

manifestations, approaches and practices, from a wide range of 

contributors. Input from expert peer reviewers has assisted in 

honing and refining the content. Together, these chapters go some 

way towards mapping the contemporary field and, in providing an 

analytical snapshot of contemporary manifestations and practices, 

raise critical questions relating to how we can move forward in 

both academic scholarship and authorial practice.

The book is divided into four sections. Each is introduced 

by an image by artist Alice Ewing, who worked with us to find 
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botanical examples from our region that could reflect and tease 

out some of the themes of each section. Each section features both 

essays and creative works, including a series of poems. We asked 

our authors for conciseness, seeking clear and elegant exposition, 

which all have delivered. In the discussion below, we aim to 

provide a brief introduction to these works, and point to some of 

the connections between them. In this, we do not want to offer 

reductive descriptive or analytical readings of these works, instead 

we wish to indicate some of the ways they may link in order to 

encourage their consideration by readers.

The first section provides an extension of life writing history 

to the current day, providing both some taxonomic descriptions 

and addressing some of the pressing formal, aesthetic and ethical 

concerns of contemporary life writing. Together, the essays and 

creative works in this first section provide a contemporary update 

on where longstanding discussions currently stand in relation to 

auto/biographical writing. This is, in this case, in terms of discus-

sions of the enduring issue of historical and auto/biographical 

truth in life writing and, particularly, in relation to the use of 

fiction and speculation. Works by Donna Lee Brien, Shady 

Cosgrove, Camilla Nelson and James Vicars in this section suggest 

that this remains a rich field of enquiry, and underscore the central 

role of authorial interpretation in all auto/biographical writing. 

Cosgrove points to the role of structure in the way life writing is 

not only written, but also – perhaps more importantly – read and 

understood, while both Nelson and Vicars investigate the role of 

fiction in life writing, but from very different angles. These essays, 

moreover, steer readers away from the fretful and anxiety-ridden 

manner in which discussion on this topic is often framed, offering 

instead a range of ways of creatively and productively utilising 

imaginatively inflected approaches to generate life writing texts 
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that move beyond limiting binaries of fact and fiction, objectivity 

and subjectivity, and truth and untruth. Jeri Kroll’s intriguing 

prose poem comprised primarily of self-quotation brings this 

topic into focus by revealing how constructive and dynamic such 

playful ‘self-plagiarism’ (Kroll’s description) can be. Kroll’s work 

asks whether lyric poets need to abide by the same ethical rules as 

life writers, setting this topic as a kind of assignment to which all 

our poets respond. Lia Incognita’s poem positions the self at the 

centre of life writing practice, but then suggests how this self only 

exists in relation to others – another key concern of many of the 

contributors in this collection. 

The second section of the volume spotlights biography, which 

sometimes seems a neglected form of life writing in terms of 

so much academic enquiry focusing on autobiographical forms. 

Attention in this section is, instead, on contemporary ways of 

writing the lives of others, with writers in this section providing 

an introduction to both new ways of writing into, and conceiving, 

existing forms (as in Patrick Mullins’ piece on contemporary 

political biography), as well as emergent forms (as in Jessica L. 

Wilkinson’s self-reflection on poetic biography and Jessica White’s 

valuable depiction of the potential of ecobiography to reflect on 

rare, but educative, instances of where human protagonists exist 

in concert with their ecosystems). Mullins (as a number of other 

authors in this collection) also points to the multivalence and 

convergence of what could be called the ‘author-identity’ in the 

context of life writing – with journalistic and academic writing 

meeting historical and imaginative construction. A number of 

writers in this section – including Janine McVeagh in her chapter 

on the biographical enterprise, and Jeanine Leane, Gail Pittaway 

and Phillip Hall in their moving poems – embrace a strong 
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strand of autobiographical reflection in their biographical work, 

rehearsing one of the themes of the next section of the volume. 

The third section of the volume moves from writing the 

lives of others to writing the life of the self, and life writing as 

a form of self-making. Here, the collection considers the devel-

opment of important current innovative connections between 

genre, subgenre and narrative in the newly evolving structural 

frameworks of life writing, and how these gesture towards a 

shift in understanding contemporary life writing and its produc-

tion and consumption. By focusing on the relationships between 

textuality, identity and life writing, this section explores queer 

life writing (Dallas J. Baker), women’s life writing (Nike Sulway), 

creative non-fiction (Zoe Thomas and Robyn Ferrell) and blog-

ging (Lucas Ihlein) as examples of how contemporary life writing  

encompasses creative re-evaluation and hybridity in very tradi-

tional forms (fairy tales in Sulway’s case) alongside the newest 

technological advances. Baker explores the ways that both the 

production and consumption of life writing can be used as a 

technique in a kind of ethical production of the self, an issue other 

writers also raise and respond to. The creative works in this section 

present fresh perspectives on life writing. Dominique Hecq pro-

vides a writer’s insider view into the relationship between writing 

and gestation from a sexed position – that of an expectant mother. 

Jen Webb and Paul Hetherington’s collaboratively authored piece 

not only draws attention to the rarity of collaborative poetic 

practice, but also the referential nature of all creative work. The 

title of their work, indeed, references a poetry collection by an 

assiduous collaborator, Robert Creeley, who himself referenced 

a poem by Allen Ginsberg from which Webb and Hetherington 

take their title. Robyn Ferrell’s creative non-fiction is based on the 
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text of an unpublished nineteenth-century sea captain’s memoir, 

bringing this historical artefact into the world of both its author 

and the contemporary reader. Kevin Brophy’s prose poem presents 

a day in the life of a traveller under the spell of his night-time 

dreams, so that both the inner and outer aspects of experience are 

intermingled. Zoe Thomas brings these works, and their universe 

of consideration, together in a conversation between the crea-

tive and the critical, particularly the complex mapping of terrain 

that is involved when writing about one’s own childhood. This 

work also suggests the hybrid forms of the next section, including 

fictocritical life writing. 

The fourth section concludes the main body of the collection 

by focusing in on how an expansive and iterative experimen-

tation and hybridity is now an important dimension of both 

critical and creative life writing. Elaborating on the concepts of 

transformation and growth in relation to life writing that have 

been introduced and developed through the previous sections, 

the work in this section emphasises how the idea of hybridity 

and experimentation in life writing is intrinsically connected to 

sociocultural and creative and aesthetic frameworks, particularly 

in relation to the body and other materialities. It also explores 

how, at its beating heart, life writing embraces stages and types 

of evolutionary modification and variation, while continuing to 

reflect the contemporary drives, concerns and desires of writers 

and how they understand their subjects. Francesca Rendle-Short 

questions the methods and forms of writing memoir, positing 

the rich potential evident in accepting that the form of memoir 

can be as unstable as notions of the self. Anna Gibbs picks up on 

this idea of flexibility of form, fictocritically staging – through a 

form of life writing – the questions about life writing she aims to 

explore. Quinn Eades mobilises the fragment in order to perform 
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writing from a transitioning body, where power is found in seams 

and cracks, and the flickering spaces on the page between shards 

of literary theory and body-autobiography are as important as 

the shards themselves. In this, as throughout other works in this 

collection, readers find encounters, strange couplings and the 

offering up of bodies that find themselves best expressed through 

ghosts, seams, holograms and loss. Stephen Abblitt’s musing on 

love and death, and the death (or not) of love after death, reflects 

on memory and its erasures, and the nature of human relationships 

which lie at the heart of all life writing. Marion May Campbell 

then brings this section’s essays to a close by illustrating differences 

of genre (which, in French, refers to both genre and gender) in 

her life writing, suggesting that trans-generic traffic enables the 

registration of traumatic loss while problematising the very notion 

of genre to which it refers. The poems in this section by Virginia 

Barratt, Ellen van Neerven and Quinn Eades reveal how rich 

autoethnography can be as poetic device and theme, in the process 

blending form and content. In this way, the works in this section 

assist in elaborating on how we are positioning the transforma-

tional and expansive hybrid rhizome as a directional framework 

for understanding, researching and producing life writing. 

Instead of a summary conclusion, we felt that providing a 

more open-ended, forward looking finale to the volume was 

important. We thus close the collection with a polyphonic con-

sideration of the future(s) of life writing, which includes input 

from most of the contributors to the volume. In moving from the 

‘now’ to the ‘what’s next’, this multivalent chapter not only draws 

together the ramifications of the text as a whole, highlighting 

the points of intersection between the themes of the collection 

and the areas of study where contemporary concerns provide the 

drivers behind the development of contemporary life writing, it 
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also points to a range of possible future directions for the field. 

In this, we reaffirm how the works in this volume attest to life 

writing as an evolving, mutating and contextually driven genre 

and form of writing, and also identify fruitful areas for further 

research and practice. As throughout the volume, our aim here is 

to end not by offering any definitive proclamations, but instead to 

open up, and provoke, further consideration and discussion. 

The curated Life Writing Bibliography, to which our writers 

also contributed, is intended to provide assistance with reading, 

writing, teaching and researching life writing, with a particular 

focus on works from our region. While care has been taken to 

include a wide range of works of relevance to the shared concerns 

of this volume’s writers and editors, it is not intended to be defini-

tive or comprehensive. Instead, it points to the important work in 

the field that has shaped the reading, writing and thinking that has 

formed this volume.
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LIFE WRITING, TRUTH,  
HISTORY AND SPECULATION

Fig. 1. Alice Ewing 2017, ink on paper, collection of the artist

Lichens are an embodiment of age and longevity. Some species are considered to be 
amongst the oldest living organisms on Earth. Symbiotic; lichen are formed by merging 
bodies of different organisms – a fungus and algae or cyanobacteria, assuming wildly 
individual forms, as on this twig encrusted with Austroparmelina pseudorelicina 

and ornate Old Man’s Beard Usnea barbata.

3220_Offshoot.indd   11 15/02/2018   11:11 AM


