
FAQ—Memoir Writing

What is memoir?
A memoir is a memory, or a series of memories, reflected upon. Therefore, a memoir can be as 
short as a paragraph, or as long as a book, or a series of books.

These days, a memoir is a work of nonfiction that borrows storytelling techniques from fiction 
such as setting, character development, dialogue, suspense, use of detail, and figurative writing. 
Judith Barrington, in her helpful how-to book, Writing the Memoir, calls memoir “beautiful prose 
writing about actual experience.”

In the Art of Memoir, Mary Karr adds an important detail to this working definition when she 
writes that a memoir is held together most powerfully by “the sheer, convincing poetry of a 
single person trying to make sense of the past.” Vivian Gornick agrees, writing in Why Memoir 
Now? that “what happened to the writer is not what matters; what matters is the larger sense that 
the writer is able to make of what happened. For that, the power of a writing imagination is 
required. As V.S. Pritchett once said of the genre, ‘It’s all in the art. You get no credit for living.’”

What is the difference between autobiography and memoir:
Scope. An autobiography attempts to represent the writer’s whole life. A memoir, a slice of that 
life. 

Again, Judith Barrington: “An autobiography is the story of a life: the name implies that 
the writer will somehow attempt to capture all the essential elements of that life. A 
writer’s autobiography, for example, is not expected to deal merely with the author’s 
growth and career as a writer but also with the facts and emotions connected to family 
life, education, relationships, sexuality, travels, and inner struggles of all kinds. An 
autobiography is sometimes limited by dates, but not obviously by theme.

“Memoir, on the other hand, makes no pretense of replicating a whole life. Indeed, one of 
the important skills of memoir writing is the selection of the theme or themes that will 
bind the work together. Thus we discover, on setting out to read Patricia Hampl’s Virgin 
Time, that her chosen theme is the Catholicism she grew up with and her later struggle to 
find a place for it in her adult spiritual life. With a theme such as this laid down, the 
author resists the temptation to digress into stories that have no immediate bearing on the 
subject, and indeed Hampl’s book tells nothing about many other aspects of her life, …”

What are scene, summary, and reflection?
Most every memoir contains scenes, summaries, and reflections.

A scene is: a one-time event from the past. It is dramatic, contains dialogue and sensory detail, 
reads as if it happening now, or on a stage in front of the reader, and is important to the story the 
writer is trying to tell. It moves slowly, moment by moment or breath by breath, feels intimate, 
and sounds like fiction. 



A summary is: an overview of a particular time period in the writer’s life. It differs from scene 
in that it recounts events that happened more than once, events that happened regularly, such as 
every summer, or every Sunday. We know we’re reading summary when we read the words 
“would” “every” “sometimes” “often” “usually”. Summary moves faster than scene. Summary 
can quickly move the narrative over years and decades. It can, and should, contain sensory 
detail!

A reflection is: a sentence or paragraph where the writer tells the reader what the scenes and 
summaries (their memories) mean. Reflections are judgments about the past that tell the reader 
how to feel about the writer’s memories, and what’s important about them. Reflection can also be 
the earned wisdom the writer has now about the past. We know we’re reading a reflection when 
the writer expresses something like: “Looking back on this now, I realize …”
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