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Autobiography Masterclass 
 

 

Dates Saturday 29 February and Sunday 1 March 2020 

Times 10.30 – 17.00  

Location Harry M Weinrebe Learning Centre  

Level All levels – please note there is a preparatory task for this course. 

Class size Maximum 16 participants  

 
 

Course description 

This two-day masterclass is designed for those who have a story to tell about themselves.  It might be 

about your childhood, your relationships, a life event or a transformative journey. Whatever your 

angle, this course will help you clarify your ideas, find your voice and shape your narrative. You may 

be half-way through and stuck in the middle of a sentence, or you may simply want the 

encouragement to allow you to begin. Either way, this is an opportunity to discuss your project in a 

creative, focused, and supportive environment. Through a combination of close readings, writing 

exercises and group discussions you will, with the expert guidance of tutor, Frances Wilson, explore 

the different ways in which your story can be told.  

 
 

Saturday 

Autobiography comes in a variety of forms, and on the first day we will decide which approach is best 

for you. You might want to focus on a specific moment in your life or describe in full how you got to 

where you are now. You might prefer to tell your story in fictional form, as a poem, or as a journal. 

Should you include photographs and letters?  What sort of voice should you adopt?  How do you 

write about living people without causing offence? How do you reconstruct memories, how do you 

describe your own character, how do you write dialogue, how do you construct a narrative arc and 

plot events in such a way that your reader stays glued to the page? 

 

After lunch the afternoon session will be led by guest tutor, author and biographer, Peter Parker. 

 

At the end of the first day you will be given a short writing exercise to complete at home for the 

following day, so please allow time in the evening for this. 

 

 

Sunday 

We will start the second day by reading and discussing your work, after which we will consider the 

presentation of time and place. How do you reconstruct the world as you once saw it? How do you 
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describe what it was like to be five years old, or thirty-years old? By studying passages in exemplary 

autobiographies, we will explore the method that is best for you.   

 

The weekend will end with a summative discussion in order to prepare you for the next stages of the 

autobiographical process.  

 
 

Tutors 

 

Frances Wilson is a biographer and critic. A fellow of the Royal Society of Literature, her books 

include The Ballad of Dorothy Wordsworth (Faber, 2008, winner of the British Academy Rose Mary 

Crawshay Prize), How to Survive the Titanic: Or, the Sinking of J Bruce Ismay (Bloomsbury, 2011, 

winner of the Elizabeth Longford Prize for Historical Biography), and Guilty Thing: A Life of Thomas 

De Quincey (Bloomsbury, 2016, longlisted for the Baillie Gifford Prize, and shortlisted for the 

Historical Writers Association Non-Fiction Crown, the National Book Critics Circle Award, The Los 

Angeles Times Book Prize, and the Biographer's International Organisation Plutarch Prize). She was a 

judge for the Baillie Gifford Prize for non-fiction, 2019, and is currently writing a life of D H Lawrence. 

 

Peter Parker is the author of two books about the First World War, The Old Lie and The Last Veteran, 

and biographies of J.R. Ackerley and Christopher Isherwood. Housman Country (2016) was conceived 

as a biography of both A.E. Housman and A Shropshire Lad, and his most recent publication is A 

Little Book of Latin for Gardeners (2018).  He edited (and wrote much of)  A Reader’s Guide to the 

Twentieth-Century Novel (1995) and A Reader’s Guide to Twentieth-Century Writers (1996) and is 

an advisory editor of the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography. He has written about people, 

books, art, architecture and gardening for a wide variety of newspapers and magazines.  

 
 

Preparation and Required Reading 

To help Frances prepare for the course, please submit either a brief outline of your autobiography (if 

you have one) or project, and explain what you hope to get out of the weekend to 

adultlearning@bl.uk 

 

On the day please bring with you any documents, letters or images which are of value to your 

project. It is recommended that you read On Chapel Sands, by Laura Cummings. 

 
 

Previous skills, knowledge or experience 

None required. A willingness to complete the preparatory task and participate in group and individual 

activities will help you get the most from this course. 

 

Facilities and refreshments 

Please note that the Learning Centre will open to participants 15 minutes before the stated course 

start time. Tea and coffee will be served at the beginning of each day. Participants will need to make 

their own arrangements for lunch. 

 

On Sunday please meet at Gate 5 on Midland Road at 10.15am to be escorted in the Library. Further 

instructions about Sunday entry will be provided on Saturday.  
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