
 

 

The Challenges and Rewards of Group Biography--BAM 70500-03 

Fall 2022, Tuesdays, 4:15PM – 6:15PM, Hybrid 

 

Professor Kate Culkin     Office Hours: Tues., 3-4 and by appointment 

Email: Katherine.culkin@bcc.cuny.edu 

 

Course Description: Exploring the lives of more than one person in a single volume provides 

challenges and rewards to a biographer. An author must keep track of separate timelines in a 

single narrative and find ways to balance the life stories of more than one subject, giving each its 

fair due. But the format also offers dynamic ways to explore relationships and integrate varied 

perspectives. In this course we will read group biographies that center a wide range of 

relationships, including those among siblings, parents and children, committed couples, friends, 

business partners, and creative communities. We will explore the strategies, structures, and 

research techniques biographers use to create compelling, coherent narratives about multiple 

lives. For their final projects, students can choose to research and write a portion of a group 

biography of their own or write a scholarly analysis of a selection of group biographies by 

others.  

 

Modality: Classes will be held in person, and students are encouraged to attend in person. If 

health or other issues make it difficult for a student to come to the Graduate Center, they can 

attend via Zoom. On Nov. 22, it is likely the entire class will be held via Zoom.  

 

Disability Services: It is Graduate Center and CUNY policy to provide appropriate 

accommodations to students with disabilities. Visit the Student Disabilities Services website for 

information as early in the semester as possible: https://www.gc.cuny.edu/Prospective-Current-

Students/Current-Students/Student-Disability-Services. All discussions will remain 

confidential. 

 

CUNY Policy on Academic Honesty: The Graduate Center of The City University of New 

York is committed to the highest standards of academic honesty. Acts of academic dishonesty 

include—but are not limited to—plagiarism, (in drafts, outlines, and examinations, as well as 

final papers), cheating, bribery, academic fraud, sabotage of research materials, the sale of 

academic papers, and the falsification of records. An individual who engages in these or related 

activities or who knowingly aids another who engages in them is acting in an academically 

dishonest manner and will be subject to disciplinary action in accordance with the bylaws and 

procedures of The Graduate Center and of the Board of Trustees of The City University of New 

York.  

 

Requirements: 

Attendance and Participation—25% 

Forums (posts and comments)—20% 

Review of a Group Biography 10% 

Research Proposal—5% 

Annotated Bibliography--15% 

Final Project (including presentation)—30% 



 

 

Attendance and Participation: You are expected to be in class on time and participate in class 

discussions and activities actively and thoughtfully, either in person or via Zoom. If you choose 

to Zoom in, you should still be prepared to be an active participant in the conversation. You 

should make sure you have a quiet place to participate, a stable internet connection, and 

headphones. Zoom sessions will not be recorded. If a situation arises that keeps you from class, 

please email me to let me know. 

 

Forums: Over the semester, you will post 9 responses to the assigned reading on the forums for 

the CUNYCommons group.  These are short, informal pieces of writing that should help you 

gather your thoughts and process your ideas about the assignments before class.  Each one 

should be 250-300 words. You should also make 2 comments on the forums on your classmates’ 

posts. As long you turn these response papers and comments are turned in by 3 PM on the day 

class meets, you will receive full credit. 

 

Review of a Group Biography: You will write a 2-3 page of a group biography not assigned for 

the course. Be prepared to discuss the book on the day you have selected to submit it. Details on 

the assignment will be posted on the CUNY Commons group. 

 

Final Project: You can choose to research and write a biographical piece exploring the lives of 

more than one person or write a scholarly analysis of a selection of group biographies by others. 

In either case, you will write a proposal and annotated bibliography and, on the final day of class, 

present your work to the class, as well as submitting the final 10-12 page paper.  

 

Date Topic/Assignment 

Note: This syllabus is a draft. The basic structure of the class will remain the 

same, but some of the assigned readings may be rearranged or swapped out 

for other group biographies.  

Aug. 30 Introduction 

Sept. 6 Read: Cleves, Rachel Hope. Charity and Sylvia: A Same Sex Marriage in 

Early America. New York: Oxford University Press, 2016.  

Due by 3 PM: Forum 1 

Sept. 13 Read: Nimura, Janice. Daughters of the Samurai: A Journey from East to 

West and Back. New York: W.W. Norton, 2016.  

Due by 3 PM: Forum 2 

Sept. 27 No CUNY classes scheduled (Rosh Hashana) 

Oct. 4 No CUNY classes scheduled (Yom Kippur) 

Oct. 11 Read: Gordon, Charlotte. Romantic Outlaws: The Extraordinary Lives of 

Mary Wollstonecraft and Her Daughter Mary Shelly. New York: Random 

House, 2015.  

Due by 3 PM: Forum 3 

Oct. 18 Read: Miles, Tiya. All That She Carried: The Journey of Ashley’s Sack, a 

Black Family Keepsake. New York: Random House, 2021.  

Due by 3 PM: Proposal 



 

 

Oct. 25 Read: Damrosch, Leo. The Club: Johnson, Boswell, and the Friends Who 

Shaped an Age. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2019.  

Due by 3 PM: Forum 4 

Nov. 1 Read: Gessner, David. All the Wild That Remains: Edward Abbey, Wallace 

Stegner, and the American West. New York: W.W. Norton, 2015.  

Due by 3 PM: Forum 5  

Nov. 8 Read: Stabler, Christian, Sonia Paolini, and Thibault Balahy. Redbone: The 

True Story of a Native American Rock Band. San Diego: IDW Publishing, 

2020.  

Due by 3PM: Annotated Bibliography 

Nov. 15 Read: Blain, Keisha. Set the World on Fire: Black Nationalist Women and the 

Global Struggle for Freedom. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 

2019.  

Due by 3 PM: Forum 6 

Nov. 22 (Class will be via Zoom).  

Stern, Sydney. The Brothers Mankiewicz: Hope, Heartbreak, and Hollywood 

Classics. Jackson, MI: University of Mississippi Press, 2019. 

Due by 3 PM: Forum 7 

Nov. 29 Read: Pappu, Sridhar. Year of the Pitcher: Bob Gibson, Danny McClain, and 

the End of Baseball’s Golden Age. New York: Mariner Books, 2017. Due by 

3 PM: Forum 8 

Dec. 6 Read: Keefe, Patrick Radden. Empire of Pain: The Secret History of the 

Sackler Dynasty. New York: Random House, 2021.  

Due by 3 PM: Forum 9 

Dec. 13 Final day of class 

Due: Presentations/Discussions of Final Project 

Dec. 20 Due: Final Project. 

 


