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Dedication

For everyone who writes or reads memoir




Epigraph

If men and women must write, let them leave the great mysteries of art and literature unassailed; if they told us frankly not of the books that we can read and the pictures which hang for us all to see, but of that single book to which they alone have the key and of that solitary picture whose face is shrouded to all but one gaze – if they would write of themselves – such writing would have its own permanent value. The simple words ‘I was born’ have somehow a charm beside which all the splendours of romance and fairy-tale turn to moonshine and tinsel.

Virginia Woolf, ‘The Decay of Essay Writing’, 1904

I could inform the dullest author of how he might write an interesting book. Let him relate the events of his own life with honesty, not disguising the feelings that accompanied them.

Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Letter to Thomas Poole, 1797

You think your pain and your heartbreak are unprecedented in the history of the world but then you read.

James Baldwin, Life magazine, 1963
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Preface

I’ve had a life and I’ve also had a life as a life writer. I didn’t plan it that way. There were no youthful ambitions to write about myself and my family. A memoir depends on memory, but there was nothing special or dramatic about my childhood that I wanted to remember. Nor were there many books in the house. My family, I thought, were the opposite of books. Books were my way to escape them.

Then my father died and I found there were things I needed to say about him – about the kind of parent he’d been, and how we’d got on with each other (or sometimes failed to), and what it was like to watch him get ill and die. Five years later, my mother died and, discovering letters the two of them had exchanged as sweethearts long before I was thought of, I found I had things to say about her too – about the enigma she’d been and why she’d hidden her Irish-Catholic roots. A non-fiction book about each parent and another very personal one on the James Bulger murder case, plus a selection of pieces called Too True … that felt like more than enough life writing. But then my sister died, before her time, just as my unacknowledged half-sister had done (both of them younger than me), and I had to write about them too. It was a must in all cases – a matter of urgency and emotional well-being – to set down the truth.

Urgency can take many forms. In my case the trigger was death. For others it might be a disturbed childhood, or addiction or mental breakdown, or the threat to the environment, or displacement to a new country, or the chaos of the political world. But whatever it is you’re trying to make sense of, memoir is the most intimate and direct way to do it. Even poetry can look impersonal in comparison. There’s no disguise, no holding back. You’re desperate to get things down; to lay them on the line; to level with yourself. Yes, you’ll need to shape and edit your story – it’s not a splurge. But candour is vitally important: honesty, openness, truth-telling. That’s the appeal of memoir: the use of a candid first-person voice. Even if you’re a ‘journal-er’, writing privately with no thought of publication, just an urge for self-reflection and a need to come to terms with difficult stuff going on in your life, even then it’s crucial to find the right words. Otherwise the space you’ve cleared for yourself will remain vacant and the process of discovery will be frustrated.

Life writing undoubtedly serves a therapeutic function: getting things down can be cathartic. It also takes courage: to uncover lies and expose secrets is a painful process. But truth is more honourable than omission, and candour less corrosive than shame. Nor does drawing on first-hand experience make you second-rate. What you worry might be ‘strictly personal’ material will be universal if you’re honest in describing what you’ve been through and what you’ve learned. It’s worth the pain to relieve the pain, to say the unsayable rather than be lost for words.

I’m not arguing that life writing is superior to fiction or poetry, genres I’ve worked in too. But it does involve considerations which they don’t. Novelists invent and poets imagine; memoirists don’t have the same degree of freedom. The row in 2025 over Raynor Winn’s The Salt Path tells us as much. After an Observer article exposed evasions and omissions in the backdrop to Winn and her husband Moth’s 630-mile coastal walk, the book became a scandal. Readers demanded their money back on copies they’d bought. The publishers, Penguin, were criticised for failing to fact-check: why had Winn’s alleged embezzlement of tens of thousands of pounds from the business where she worked as a book-keeper escaped notice, and how did she get away with calling herself homeless when she owned a property in France? The book became a symbol of a crisis in the publishing industry. Could any memoir be trusted if one of the most acclaimed in recent years (a volume that sold two million copies, was translated into twenty-five languages, and was named by the Sunday Times as one of the top 100 books of the past 50 years) was guilty of fabrication?

How far memoirs can be allowed to fabricate, if at all, is a fascinating question. Memoirs, Michael Chabon says in his book Moonglow, ‘are not true. They are works of fiction … Because that’s how memory works; memory is a tool of fictionalisation.’ James Joyce put it the other way about: ‘Imagination,’ he told Frank Budgen, ‘is memory.’ I take the point. We all have unreliable memories. Past events can be mis-recollected or misconstrued. And memoirs have stories to tell, which means they adopt the narrative techniques of novels (I refer to novels quite a lot in this book). But to dis-remember, in the sense of knowingly altering the truth, is not the same as unwittingly – innocently – getting things wrong. And the principle of life writing is to get them right, insofar as that’s possible.

It’s a fraught genre. All the best stories are true goes the adage and true stories are certainly stressful: ethically tricky, emotionally taxing and aesthetically troublesome. The genre isn’t new: Virginia Woolf used the term life-writing (hyphenated) as far back as 1940. But there has been an exceptionally rich vein of life writing in recent years, in part because previously taboo subjects (to do with abuse, illness, poverty, race, illegitimacy, neurodiversity, gender dysphoria, etc.) are being brought into the open, and in part because talented writers have discovered new ways to exploit the form.

More than other kinds of literature, life writing compels: it leaves no choice. That’s how it was for me with my memoirs. And it’s the case with this book, too. I’ve spent three decades as a life writer and now I want to reflect on why the genre matters to me; why it has become so central to our literary culture; how it works and who it’s aimed at and why it offers something that fiction and poetry can’t. It has occasionally been alleged when I’m introduced at a literary event that I ‘established’ life writing in the UK, or encouraged its growth, for better or worse. That’s bonkers: memoirs have been around for centuries – think St Augustine, Teresa of Avila, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Nadezhda Mandelstam or (closer to home) Thomas De Quincey, Edmund Gosse, George Orwell, Vera Brittain … Still, I do feel protective of the form and anxious to speak up for it. Detractors dismiss first-person life writing as narcissistic, a confessional outpouring of me-me-me – misery memoirs have given it a bad name. But at its best it’s the least self-absorbed of genres. You lay yourself open in order to transcend yourself: to get beyond the pain and confusion. You also do it for the benefit of others: reaching readers who have similar stories or who want to learn from experiences radically different to their own. Above all, memoir promises truth-telling, and in a world of fake news, disinformation and conspiracy theory, there’s nothing more important than truth.

I feel passionate about the challenges and rewards of the form. Hence this book – a set of ideas, examples and suggestions assembled as an A–Z . The categories kept expanding as I went along; so did my list of books to read. Many people practise life writing, whether as biographers, bloggers, family memoirists or someone keeping a journal, and I hope the book might help them. But I also want to reach the people who consume life writing as readers. In particular, I’d like to take up ethical issues that concern us all – issues around consent and privacy and exposure and the conflicts between those who write and those who are written about.

It’s not a rule-book or a teaching primer. And the idiom isn’t academic – that’s why the text is free of citations and footnotes (though the books I discuss are listed in the bibliography). I’m simply raising questions and venturing answers, both for others and for myself.

Blake Morrison, London, January 2026
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I’m starting at the end, not the beginning, with the thank-you pages that come at the close of a book. I say pages, but a page or even a paragraph will often suffice. The author is grateful to everyone who has helped with the book but that doesn’t mean everyone – not the midwife who delivered them, the primary school teacher who gave Nature lessons, the famous novelist who signed her book for them, etc. ‘Thank you to Claire Groden,’ Becca Rothfeld writes in the three pages of acknowledgements in her book of essays All Things Are Too Small, ‘for pressing a tea bag against the roof of my mouth to stanch the bleeding after my disastrous dental surgery.’ However light-hearted, is this worth its place? Acknowledgements aren’t a roll-call of acquaintances. They’re a list of people who genuinely contributed to the book, including those (e.g., librarians and archivists) who helped with research, with no room for cuteness or toadyism. As the travel writer Dea Birkett says, to judge by many acknowledgements pages ‘you’ll believe a writer’s life is characterised by undiluted days of familial and professional joy. Supportive spouses, children who never complain when you don’t turn up to sports day, “besties” who reliably “are there for me late at night when I need a shoulder”, agents who always answer your calls, editors who turn around proofs in a day … ’ As if! It’s great for an author to have a book coming out but it’s not an Oscar ceremony.

Addiction

The expectation is recovery. Addicts don’t write mid-snort or mid-bender. They write in the aftermath, as post-addicts, looking back on the occasional joys and repeated degradations (lies, thefts, betrayals and shame) of having been hooked. For the voyeuristic reader, recovery memoirs can’t help but end badly because they end well, with the addict restored to health and selfhood. Which is great – except the disease is invariably more compelling to read about than the cure.

Will Self’s Will intuits that, and though it ends in a rehab clinic called The Lodge, where he has been sent at his mother’s expense for rescue from chemical dependency, the book doesn’t allow itself, or us, an easy out. He’s scornful of his fellow patients, scornful of the staff, and scornful of himself. What finally saves him from heroin addiction is less the treatment or even the fear of killing his mother with grief, but the sudden memory of a fellow user who died young. It’s a carefully constructed memoir, beginning with him one morning desperate for a fix (‘a snivelling, shitting-his-wack junky, with no money’), then wheeling back through his drug use at school, university and on foreign travels, before returning to the year it began. But the narrative skitters to and fro, resisting smoothness, and the prose is an italic-heavy, high-wire performance, ‘a ceaseless and Sisyphean go-round’ like addiction. Self isn’t even quite Self: he writes in the third person, about a character called Will, and however autobiographical the story he allows leeway for comic exaggeration.

Leslie Jamison’s The Recovering is less frenetic but equally exhaustive about the plight of addiction, in her case to alcohol. ‘Addiction is a hard story to tell,’ she says, ‘because addiction is always a story that has already been told’, and she’s wary of the ‘tawdry self-congratulation of a redemption story: It hurt. It got worse. I got better. Who would care. This is boring! ’ To stop the reader’s eyes glazing over, she offsets her own over-drinking with analysis of other writers and artists who did the same: Raymond Carver, John Cheever, Billie Holiday, Amy Winehouse, Jean Rhys, John Berryman and many more. She also unapologetically logs her experience of AA, a twelve-step rehabilitation programme in which she firmly believes. Sobriety, she discovers, needn’t be a flatline for a writer. The commonality of a first-hand addiction/recovery memoir is precisely what makes it valuable: I happen to be at the centre of this story, but anyone could be.

Addicts don’t want to know that they are addicts. But when they admit it and, like Self or Jamison, set down their story, they open the door to others, who then feel less alone. The story is shaming and now it’s public. Therein lies part of the cure.

Adversity

Where would life writing be without it? We crave happy endings but unless the writer has struggled – with pain, loss, illness, misadventure, risk to life – why read the memoir? A book of ups would be a bore; the downs are more fun. ‘Why is the Inferno so much more riveting than the Paradiso?’ Margaret Atwood asks in her memoir Book of Lives. ‘Because when sheep are safely grazing in a field there’s not much going on’ – but when a wolf appears things get interesting. Even celebs have setbacks. And we’ve all known heartbreak and disappointment. It’s how you get through them that makes the story.

Take Lucy Grealy’s Autobiography of a Face, which recounts the many treatments and operations she went through, over two decades, after being diagnosed with cancer at the age of 9. The cancer, Ewing’s sarcoma, severely disfigured her face and surgery did little to fix the damage. She describes the medical procedures exhaustively, but the greater adversity is being stared at or, worse, being taunted by boys. She puts up a brave defence – ‘more often than not I was able to come back with an insult far more sarcastic and biting than their own rather unimaginative Baldy or Dog Girl’ – but she can’t help but feel ugly and envies what other girls have, not least sex and romance. The epiphany comes at the end, when she accepts that the face in the mirror is hers and that, despite its defects, she’s organically whole: ‘As a child I had expected my liberation to come from getting a new face to put on, but now I saw it came from shedding something, shedding my image.’

Grealy’s adversity is extreme but it’s also sharable. You might not have suffered as she did (she eventually died, of a heroin overdose, at 39) but you’ll know the feelings she describes: embarrassment, anger, despair, lack of self-esteem. Hardship will always find an audience. It’s how well the story is told that counts.

AI

Like the rest of the workforce, writers worry that artificial intelligence will make them redundant. As ChatGPT, DeepSeek and the rest become more sophisticated, drawing on ‘publicly available data’ to up their game (i.e., learning from books, sometimes in copyright, by published authors), the day will come when AI produces novels, biographies, translations and perhaps even poems that work perfectly well – that you wouldn’t know were written by a bot unless you were told. In 2025, the chief executive of OpenAI, Sam Altman, posted an example of a story created by AI from the simple prompt he’d given: ‘Please write a metafictional short story about AI and grief.’ Writing in the Guardian, Jeanette Winterson hailed the story as ‘beautiful and moving’. Others pointed out that a phrase in the story, ‘democracy of ghosts’, had been swiped from Vladimir Nabokov’s novel Pnin.

Writers have another reason for feeling hostile to AI: Meta (the company that owns Facebook, Instagram and WhatsApp) has allegedly used a pirated version of the data library LibGen, made up of 7.5 million books and 81 million research papers, many still in copyright, in order to train its AI model Llama. Authors are rightly angry that they’re being used in this way and in the UK they have lobbied the government for change. Yes, would-be authors learn from reading published authors, why shouldn’t AI do the same? Because AI doesn’t buy books and authors earn nothing for the service. (As I write, the September 2025 settlement of the Bartz v. Anthropic copyright lawsuit does promise financial compensation for authors whose books have been used but there’s still a long way to go.)

AI does have its uses. Unsure about the title for a book of poems, I asked ChatGPT for suggestions. Within half a second of me emailing the book as an attachment, it came back with six titles that showed every sign of it having read the poems. I asked for more suggestions and one of them, which caught the mood of the collection, greatly appealed – until it emerged that a memoir with virtually the same title had come out the previous year. AI can’t always be trusted. In 2025, two US newspapers used it to recommend forthcoming books. Several of those it chose, by Maggie O’Farrell, Percival Everett and Isabel Allende, didn’t exist.

Memoir, at least, is safe from AI, which can’t speak authentically, in the first person, as an embodied human being. Memoir tells the truth about a real life. And AI isn’t alive. It can affect to reproduce human emotions – love, hatred, passion, intimacy, sorrow – but it remains a data-processing problem-solver, not a living person. Sure, AI can invent a plot with people in it but that will be fiction, not memoir. It can record and analyse events that took place but that will be history, not memoir. There won’t be an authentic expression of a real life in real time and real place as documented by real human beings on their own behalf.

When AI takes over literature, memoir will be the last genre standing.

Anonymity

Anon has produced more books than any other author. And there have been some classics: Beowulf, One Thousand and One Nights, The Epic of Gilgamesh, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. But Anon has been less productive in modern times. Authors crave recognition and you can’t make a name for yourself if you’re anonymous.

There have been a few recent exceptions in life writing – memoirs by people whose careers would be jeopardised if their names were made public. Hence The Secret Footballer, The Secret Barrister and The Secret Lecturer – tales from the dressing room, robing room and seminar room. Workplaces are fascinating but a mystery to outsiders. These pro-cons (professional confessionals) take us behind the scenes. Often the author is a whistleblower hidden behind a pseudonym or a Secret. For civil servants, BBC employees, police officers and social workers, among others, writing candidly about their job and keeping it are usually incompatible. The avoidance of embarrassment is another factor: Gillian Anderson’s book Want, subtitled ‘Sexual Fantasies by Anonymous’, collects confessions by women from around the world about what turns them on – they’re able to be candid because unnamed.

As well as anonymity, there’s pseudonymity. One of the greatest living novelists is a pseudonym: Elena Ferrante. (After it emerged in 2016 that large sums of money had been paid by Ferrante’s publisher to the translator Anita Raja, she became the prime suspect, till research via authorship attribution models suggested that Domenico Starnone, Raja’s husband, was as likely a candidate. One day the truth will emerge but for now I’d rather not know – let ‘Ferrante’ enjoy their privacy.) Further back, in life writing, there’s W. N. P. Barbellion’s The Journal of a Disappointed Man. The ‘true’ author of the book, a tall, skeletal entomologist in his twenties called Bruce Frederick Cummings, took the name Barbellion from a pastry shop on London’s Gloucester Road, and the accompanying initials from ‘the three most wretched figures in history’: Kaiser Wilhelm, the Emperor Nero and Pontius Pilate. The alias gave him the freedom to be intimate – to publish ‘whatever is inexorably true, however unpleasant and discreditable’. Writing as himself, he’d have given less away. And his choice of three initials was no accident: he considered himself ‘a triple personality’ – naturalist, man of letters and lover – all three of them pitted against a common enemy: premature death from multiple sclerosis.

More often, anonymity in life writing will apply not to the author but to one or more of the protagonists, whose privacy is protected with an initial or invented name. Sometimes the people in question will have requested or demanded this; at other times, out of kindness or fear of libel, the author or publisher will have done it voluntarily. In her published diaries, Helen Garner uses the initials M for her daughter Alice, V for her third husband Murray Bail, and F, K, L, G, B, P and R for significant others; Rachel Cusk does something similar in her divorce memoir Aftermath, calling her ex-husband and lover X and Y. With books by doctors or psychiatrists, there’s the Hippocratic oath factor as well – the obligation to protect clients’ identity. Pseudonymity is one way to do this; another is the invented composite case study based on two or more real ones (see, for example, Henry Marsh’s Do No Harm and Susie Orbach’s The Impossibility of Sex).

One happy story of namelessness gaining a name comes in Alexander Masters’s A Life Discarded, a book based on 148 diaries (and five million words) found in a skip in Cambridge. When he began reading the diaries he assumed the anonymous author was dead; the book is as much about his search to find out who she was as about the diaries. When, after five years, he tracked down her name and found she was still alive, he wanted to know if she’d let him publish the story: ‘It must be a rule of writing biographies about unknown people that the subject agrees to everything you have put down.’ As it turned out, the woman – Laura Francis (b. 1939) – proved surprisingly amenable to Masters, ‘as if she had been expecting me all along’. Her life discarded became a life preserved.

Naming names, in that case, was a noble cause. But authors do sometimes have to compromise, especially in a personal memoir. How important is it to identify the teacher who bullied you, the friend who betrayed you, the lover who slept with your sister? Real names will carry a charge for the author but not necessarily for the reader, and it can be fun inventing better ones. A student of mine spent twelve years in an unhappy marriage. Cain, the name she gave her husband, is more evocative than his real one.

Apology

An apology is one thing, an apologia another. In the nineteenth century, John Henry Newman published his Apologia Pro Vita Sua, a defence of his life, in response to an attack by Charles Kingsley, who questioned his honesty and disapproved of his conversion to Catholicism. Many memoirs are reputation-saving apologias – not just those with a religious or moral agenda, like the confessions of St Augustine or Rousseau, but those driven by self-justification, often late in life. Apologies are different; the message isn’t I’ve been maligned and misunderstood but I’m sorry for my errors and misdeeds.

These forgive-me memoirs are often written by grown-up children, who belatedly recognise that the mother or father they didn’t get on with had good reason for behaving as they did. I wrote the memoir Things My Mother Never Told Me to understand why Mum had been such an enigma. Made aware, after her death, that she’d been the nineteenth of twenty children, and had changed her name, and denied her Irish-Catholic identity, I felt sorry for her where before I’d been mystified and frustrated. ‘I wish I had known years ago what I know about her now,’ Mary Loudon writes about her sister Catherine in Relative Stranger: A Life after Death. John Lanchester expresses similar regret in Family Romance – ‘I don’t think I was ever fully there for my mother’ – while allowing that it couldn’t be helped: in concealing her years as a nun and shaving ten years off her age, his mother ‘was never fully present herself’.

In these and other memoirs, apology and apologia, no matter how different, begin to merge. In their grief, the authors blame themselves for not doing more for the person they’ve lost. But they also emphasise the lies and secrecy they were up against. Atonement and exculpation join hands.

Appropriation

‘We should all be free to write about whatever we like,’ Bernardine Evaristo has said. ‘I give myself complete artistic licence to write from multiple perspectives and to inhabit different cultures across the perceived barriers of race, culture, gender, age and sexuality.’ I’m with her on that. To get beyond ourselves by inhabiting the minds of others and seeing the world as they see it is a fundamental human need. It’s empathy. And if writers aren’t allowed to empathise they might as well give up.

Still, artistic licence has become a sensitive issue. There’s a feeling that writers should stay in their lane; as Kit de Waal has put it, ‘Do not dip your pen in somebody else’s blood.’ A book by a white writer narrated in the voice of a Black person, Asian person or any person of colour won’t necessarily fail to find a publisher or, if it does, be panned by readers and reviewers. But it will have to do everything a book should do exceptionally well: convince, delight, offer understanding and insight. Jeanine Cummins agonised about her novel American Dirt: ‘I worried that, as a non-migrant and non-Mexican, I had no business writing a book set almost entirely in Mexico, set entirely among migrants. I wished someone slightly browner than me would write it. But then, I thought, If you’re a person who has the capacity to be a bridge, why not be a bridge?’ I take her point. But what’s permissible shouldn’t be as stark an issue as ethnicity-matching (or gender-matching and age-matching). The issue is aesthetic as well as ethical. How good is the book? How well researched, how well constructed, how well written? Is it a bridge or a broken jetty?

Appropriation is an even hotter debate in life writing, where it’s less to do with writing from the perspective of someone from a different race or culture than with representing (or misrepresenting) someone closer to home. How far can you go in using the lives of friends, lovers, colleagues and family? Are you prepared for them to rage at you and say they can’t forgive you? Will you use words they’ve spoken or written? Will your right to write trump theirs to privacy? My usual advice to writers I’ve mentored (most of them conscious of the sensitivities involved) has been to stand firm: there’s no sin in honesty; don’t be afraid of having your say; while the offence you cause will pass, your book will remain. But however honest you are, even more so when you’re really honest, you may be accused of betraying your tribe.

Perhaps the most famous example of late-twentieth century appropriation came with Robert Lowell’s poetry collection The Dolphin, which drew on letters sent to him by the wife he’d recently left, Elizabeth Hardwick, without her permission; in a letter to their friend Elizabeth Bishop she called the collection ‘inane, empty, unnecessary’. Justifying his action to Bishop, Lowell said, ‘I couldn’t bear to have my book (my life) wait hidden inside me like a dead child.’ Bishop was having none of it. Sent the book in draft, she pleaded with him to reconsider: ‘Lizzie is not dead … and you have changed her letters. That is “infinite mischief,” I think … One can use one’s life as material – one does, anyway – but these letters – aren’t you violating a trust? … Art just isn’t worth that much.’

It’s a brilliant line. (Was Lowell tempted to steal it too?) And I like to think that in Bishop’s place I’d have said the same – that art isn’t worth that much; that Lowell’s rapacity went too far. W. G. Sebald was rapacious too, upsetting the family of Philip Rhoades Buckton (in whose house he and his wife were lodgers for a time) when he used Buckton as a model for Dr Henry Selwyn in The Emigrants. Sebald’s admirers argue that as an autofictionalist he’d the right to embroider (and steal) as freely as he wished. Still, he was obviously conscious of behaving badly: when asked whether he sought permission from the people he wrote about, he lied that he did so on principle – showed them what he’d written in advance and if they objected didn’t publish. In reality he took stuff without permission, held his nerve and hoped for the best.

Sebald died before controversy arose over his appropriations. Today a life writer as ruthless can expect a lot more trouble.

Art

Can life writing be art or will it always be considered a lower literary form than fiction and poetry? The memoir is a disreputable genre, Angela Carter said, because it uses ‘the narrative mode of a good deal of downmarket women’s magazine fiction’. That sub-literary-ness might seem to count against it but Carter approved. Annie Ernaux does too: ‘This book can be seen as a literary venture,’ she says of her memoir A Woman’s Story, ‘And yet in a sense I would like to remain a cut below literature.’ A cut below rather than a cut above: the memoir as transgressive rather than a failure of the imagination.

In truth, life writers depend on the same methods as novelists: narrative, characterisation, structure, theme, voice and so on. The need to be believed seems to set them apart, but the authors of realist novels have the same aspiration. In short, a well-constructed biography or incisive lyric essay has as much right to be called art as any novel or poem. And the idea that a memoir is simpler to write than a novel because it is based on real events is rubbish. As Joyce Carol Oates has said, a memoir isn’t journalism or history, supplying ‘a verifiable, corroborative truth’, it is a literary text, consisting of words that have been ‘artfully arranged’. We might read it in a way we don’t read fiction, with authenticity more of a consideration than artistry, but the two are indivisible. Truth in life doesn’t automatically morph into truth on the page. And living people don’t necessarily come to life in print. It takes creativity – hence the term ‘creative non-fiction’.

Still, Annie Ernaux has a point: for a memoir to impale the reader with its truth, it may have to avoid looking too literary. The challenge is to look artless while achieving artistic perfection. ‘Memoir done right is an art,’ Mary Karr says. You just have to do it right.

Augustine, Saint

He’s the paterfamilias of life writing, the daddy of every confessional poet and memoir writer. Unlike most saints, Augustine (AD 354–430) also fathered a real child, Adeodatus, whose mother had been his lover for many years. Augustine’s Confessions are a sustained self-scourging, a humble apology to God for all the sins he committed before seeing the light and converting to Christianity. He’s hard on himself, too hard. Most of his sins require little atonement.


Sin 1: Crying as a baby. He has no memory of doing so but he knows he must have done and ‘It can hardly be right for a child, even at that age, to cry for everything.’

Sin 2: Enjoying the stories of Dido and Aeneas rather than maths or scripture lessons (‘it was wrong of me as a boy to prefer empty romances to more valuable studies … I squandered the brains you gave me on foolish delusions.’).

Sin 3: Stripping a tree of its pears one night with a gang of friends (‘Perhaps we ate some of them, but our real pleasure consisted in doing something that was forbidden.’).

Sin 4: Falling in love (‘My love was returned and finally shackled me in the bonds of its consummation.’).

Sin 5: Going to the theatre and being moved by the imaginary sorrows of the characters onstage.

Sin 6: Being distracted by nature when his thoughts should have been focused on God alone.



And so on: love of food, pride in his skills as a public speaker, admiration for scientists and philosophers – there’s no end to his self-berating. Meanwhile the God who hears him out and before whom he prostrates himself comes across as a bully (‘you broke my bones with the rod of your discipline’) and control freak (‘The less you allowed me to find pleasure in anything that was not yourself, the greater, I know, was your goodness to me.’).

St Augustine sets the pattern for memoirists to record a history of suffering or wrong-doing in order to purge themselves and offer a warning to others. Such narrators are always more compelling when documenting their misdeeds than when advertising their redemption. Too often, though, they leave the reader feeling cheated, because the sins they own up to don’t really seem that bad. Stealing pears, enjoying plays, loving nature and wanting sex – pah!

The moral for life writers is: if you’re going to adopt a confessional tone, make sure you do it justice and confess the worst. There’s no point in recalling minor misdemeanours. Readers won’t be interested. They won’t believe you’re levelling with them, either. Julie Burchill once laid into a memoir by Nick Johnstone, A Head Full of Blue, about his drinking problem: ‘Excuse me! He stopped drinking at 24; that’s not an alcoholic, that’s a wuss.’

Autofiction

Autobiographical fiction has a long history: D. H. Lawrence’s Sons and Lovers is more than a century old. Is autofiction just a snazzier name for the same genre? At worst, yes: it’s a lazy catch-all term for fiction closely based on the author’s own experiences. But at best, no: it denotes a specific literary form, one that’s written in the first person, seemingly from the author’s point of view, but which has fun blurring the line between truth and fiction. Where memoirists own the truth, autofictionalists question whether the truth matters or even exists.

Most autobiographical novels are memoirs that dare not speak their name. As Annie Ernaux says, many memoirs remain unpublished, ‘except in the form of a novel, which succeeds in saving appearances’. Rather than saving appearances, autofiction advertises them. The author is there, in name, and the struggles of authorship are often there too. But there’s distance – an avoidance of candid truth-telling. How much of what Rachel Cusk records in her autofictional trilogy, Outline, Transit and Kudos, is based on stuff that she went through or observed? We don’t know. But it’s a tremendous sequence.

There’s little consensus on the definition of autofiction. Perhaps what Thomas Hardy called ‘the mixing of fact and fiction in unknown proportions’ comes closest. Hardy disapproved of the ‘infinite mischief’ of the method; ‘If any statements in the dress of fiction are covertly hinted to be fact, all must be fact, and nothing else but fact.’ But as practised by Cusk, Geoff Dyer, Chris Kraus, W. G. Sebald, Karl Ove Knausgaard, Olivia Laing and Sheila Heti, autofiction has flourished.

Dyer’s story ‘White Sands’, the title piece of a 2016 collection of ‘experiences from the outside world’, is a case in point. It’s prefaced by a short piece of italicised autobiography, as if to suggest that, like most of the other pieces in the book, it’s non-fiction. It’s set in a car, on Highway 54, en route to El Paso, a journey the narrator is taking with his wife, though her name is Jessica, whereas Dyer’s wife’s name is Rebecca. The pair pick up a Black hitchhiker, then almost immediately notice a road sign warning ‘DO NOT PICK UP HITCHHIKERS / DETENTION FACILITIES IN THE AREA’, after which their mood changes from relaxation to paranoia – might he be an escaped convict, even a murderer? When they stop at a gas station and the hitchhiker goes inside to take a leak, the narrator promises him that they won’t drive off (‘I swear’). You know they will drive off; that because they don’t trust the man they picked up, they’re lying to him. Trust is the point of the story: you trust that Dyer and his wife drove past that warning road-sign one day, but you’re sceptical about the rest. It’s autofiction (because it all takes place in a car, doubly so).

There are parts of the world that don’t recognise any real division between novels and memoirs: they’re all stories, what’s the difference? And the teasing, vicarious appeal of autofiction is that, no matter how hard we comb the text and paratext for clues, we don’t know what the author personally experienced. If James Frey had published his A Million Little Pieces as autofiction, he would not have been pilloried by Oprah Winfrey for taking liberties with the truth. Memoir is different, though: its claim is that everything it reports did happen – that nothing is knowingly untrue. For the sake of readability, scenes may have been switched round, characters conflated and dialogue approximated rather than meticulously recalled. Readers can live with that. And they know that memory is unreliable and subjectivity unavoidable. But unwitting misremembering is not the same as conscious falsification. Therein lies the difference between memoir and autofiction.

Automatic writing

‘I’ve just come back from India,’ I said, when the Guardian called one day, inviting me to attempt some automatic writing. ‘I’m jet-lagged and spaced out.’ ‘Perfect,’ the editor said. ‘You’re supposed to do it in a sort of trance anyway.’ 

Doubtful, I begged for more time. But automatic writing, from which the surrealist movement grew, sidesteps conscious thought: unless I got going right away, I’d start mentally preparing the piece. So I sat down and wrote for about forty minutes. ‘Whose are the dreams?’ I began. ‘A scritch-scratch at the side-window. The car stalled under the flyover where a baby sleeps on a blanket and mother scrabbles for lunch … Back home, thousands of miles away, a bird feeder sways in the breeze outside my window. Seeds, nuts, grain, husks, enough to fill the stomach of a child ….’

There was a lot more, as bad or worse – I’ll spare you. What was the process like? Fun while it lasted, less so when I came to read the results. The surrealists saw automatic writing as a divining rod, or as a pipe to tap the id or collective unconscious. But for me, what came up were recent memories or immediate sense-impressions: an episode the previous day in India, or the view from my desk, rather than thoughts too deep for tears. André Breton believed that automatic writing purged the text of inhibition; its seeming randomness was to be celebrated, as an expression of the ‘true’ functioning of thought. But to my eyes, a poem such as Breton’s ‘Soluble Fish’ looks suspiciously rational and well-made, orderly in its syntax and lucid in what it imagines. That’s the case with many surrealist works: their apparent illogic is oddly coherent, their subversiveness pleasing on the eye, and it’s this that makes them enjoyable.

Where automatic writing does have value is as a limbering-up routine. Authors can use it to clear their head and get in a groove. Or limber up by giving themselves a theme, such as might be imposed if they were a student in a workshop. That’s not quite automatic: limits of subject matter have been set. But the writing is spontaneous. And, no matter how rough, it’s there to return to later, to be developed.

Automatic writing is like walking around in your underwear. An audience deserves something less dishevelled.




B

Bearing witness

Testimony is often the starting point for life writing: the author was there. And false testimony is the death of life writing: if you weren’t there, you shouldn’t pretend you were. Where what you saw or went through has a historical significance, then bearing witness is crucially important: you’ve the authority to say what happened.

George Orwell’s ‘A Hanging’, his account of an execution that took place during his time as a policeman in Burma, is a brilliant piece of life writing because it puts us there beside him at the scene. We see what he sees: the ‘sickly’ morning light ‘like yellow tinfoil’, the condemned man with a moustache ‘absurdly too big for his body’, the warders nervously crowding round him ‘like men handling a fish which is still alive and may jump back into the water’. The vivid description enforces the moral conclusions he draws. His witnessing is a form of thinking aloud. (See ORWELL for more on him.)

Small and surprising details are what count – the stuff no one would think of unless they were there. In Primo Levi’s If This Is a Man, which recounts his time in Auschwitz, it’s shoes: ‘Death begins with shoes,’ he says – if they fit badly, and you trudge around in them every day, your feet will develop sores, and once the sores become infected, and you’re sent to the infirmary, your chances of survival are poor, ‘because it is well known to all
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