
 
 
 

 

Power of the Pen: Identities and Social Issues in Fiction and Nonfiction 
Week 6, Part II – Transcript 
 
>>[Text on screen] Patricia Foster on Emblematic Moments in Memoir. 
 
>>Patricia Foster is the American author of two books of nonfiction and the editor of three 
anthologies of nonfiction prose. Her most recent book is JUST BENEATH MY SKIN. She has 
won a Lake Effect Award, a Yaddo residency, four Alabama arts and humanities awards, and a 
PEN/Jerard Fund Award for women's nonfiction. She teaches at the University of Iowa 
Department of English and has taught at Paul Valéry University and Florida State University. 
 
>>I'm Patricia Foster, and I'm a professor in the Nonfiction Writing Program at the University of 
Iowa, and it's a pleasure to be here. I'm going to talk about memoir, and I think that when you have 
a story to tell, your instinct is to tell the story, to start at the beginning, to tell a kind of linear 
narrative, a kind of blow-by-blow account of what's happened to you. But I think for memoir, this is 
not particularly helpful, and I think the main thing to be concerned about in memoir is to realize it's 
not what happens that matters but the way the writer makes what happen matter, because writing a 
memoir is actually about an idea of the self and how to use that self as an organizing principle. Now, 
I think that sounds very abstract, so I want to try to make that concrete and use some examples 
from my own life and from my own book, ALL THE LOST GIRLS, as well as from other books. 
I'll be talking about Virginia Woolf, MOMENTS OF BEING, as well as Lucy Grealy's 
AUTOBIOGRAPHY OF A FACE, as well as a few other books. But I think the thing to think 
about this, for instance, in my own life, when I started writing the story ALL THE LOST GIRLS, I 
thought it would be a memoir about coming of age in Alabama, and in some ways, I did the very 
thing I'm suggesting that people not do. I began telling a beginning, middle, and end. But I realized 
very quickly that it wasn't that story. That it was, in fact, a story about ambition. And I grew up 
believing two things. I believed that one, I had to do something important in the world, and two, I 
believed that I had to save my mother. Not literally, of course, but metaphorically save my mother. I 
believed that I would do that by sort of writing a chronology, a redemption, of my life by affirming 
her place in the middle class. This was important in my family because my mother had grown up in 
the Depression in a mining town in northern Alabama with a family with a lot of trauma and 
tragedy, in fact, and she was the first girl to go to college. She went to college when she was 16 years 
old. And because of that, going to college, she entered the middle class, but also entering the middle 
class at that point was, of course, very fragile, very tenuous, and yet very important to her. I only 
realized that I had a story to tell when I realized that in fact I had failed my mother, that I was not 
going to be a successful middle class southern girl, and my failure was that by age 25, I had had both 
a divorce, I'd had a breakdown, and I had never, as you can imagine, had a professional job at that 
point.  
 
And in writing the book, I realized that part of what I was doing was moving from my mother's idea 
of ambition, which was to have a secure, successful life in the middle class to in fact not in any way 
offend anybody. That's what my mother's sort of sensibility, that you don't offend anybody. And in 



 

writing the book, I realized that what I was moving from was that idea of ambition to what I think 
of as being an improvisational daughter, to being a daughter who was interested in creativity, to 
being a daughter who is interested in risk, to being a daughter who is interested in, in fact, 
understanding those feelings. And so you can see that the book has to be about a sort of discovery 
of the self. That sense of myself as an improvisational daughter became, essentially, my organizing 
principle.  
 
To give another example, Lucy Grealy in AUTOBIOGRAPHY OF A FACE is clearly a story about 
a woman who has a facial disfigurement, but it's also about a woman who, in fact, sees the sense of 
acceptance of self as being able to fix her face, and only by fixing her face is being someone that can 
be loved and someone that can be accepted, and in fact, can only then accept herself. So you can 
imagine that's a very passionate and difficult journey that she has to make and one which is 
obviously about, in some ways, trying to accept a tragic life for herself.  
 
[Text on screen] Focusing on the Moments of Importance: MOMENTS OF BEING by Virginia 
Woolf and ALL THE LOST GIRLS by Patricia Foster. 
 
I think the main thing is that the good and bad moments are the ones you select. They're the ones 
that matter, and they matter because they mean something to you. It can be little moments. For 
instance, Virginia Woolf in MOMENTS OF BEING talks about one very small moment that 
probably no one would know but her, but she's having a fight with her brother, they're kids, and he's 
pummeling her, and she's pummeling him. And suddenly in the middle of the pummeling, she pulls 
back and she has the thought, why hurt another person? It's the first time she's had that thought. It's 
the first time she's actually interrogated the idea of conflict. And so she drops her hands, and she lets 
him pummel her, and that moment, for her, is a change. It's an emblematic moment, a very private 
moment where she's interrogating that moment of injury and blaming another person and harming 
another person, but it's also a very quiet moment in some ways. I wanted to give you two examples 
from my own life that I used in my own book. One I think of as a very difficult moment, and one is 
an exhilarating moment, both of which were necessary in terms of writing life and having an 
organizing principle. The bad moment was the fact that when I was about 28, I'd come home to visit 
my family from California, and my father said to me, don't come home again until you do something 
important. Well, of course, I felt the charge of the air. I felt the anger in his voice. I felt this intense 
sense of incredulity in some sense, that he had said this. I remember slamming the door. So that was 
sort of one emblematic moment that I would write about.  
 
Another moment in a very different way is I remember riding my bike down the hill in Seattle when 
we moved to Seattle when I was 30, and I had this sense of the air, the wind, the birds, the sort of 
sense of the visual and sensuous nature of the day. I also had the sense... That I was both totally in 
control and totally open to whatever happened, because, after all, I was riding on a bike down the 
hill. And in my mind, the thing that I always remember is I had the sentence that ran through my 
mind, I can do anything. Anything's possible. It was the first time I had sort of had that moment, 
that sense of, in a way, self-approval, self-recognition, and obviously I knew I couldn't do anything, 
but what I realized at that moment was that I could write my life. I could use writing as a way to 
come to terms with my childhood. And it was an exhilarating moment. And both moments, in fact, 
were used in the book, quite frankly.  
 
[Text on screen] Details and Emblematic Moments. 
 



 

I think that also in terms of looking at emblematic moments, it's important to think that sometimes 
what leads you to an emblematic moment is a particular detail, a sense of something that 
complicates a moment in your life. When I'm thinking of moments from my own life, there was a 
day... My husband had a very rare form of cancer. I'm actually writing a memoir about the 
relationship, the sort of way that illness gives voice to a marriage and marriage gives voice to an 
illness, both ways, and there's a moment where, the day he's having surgery, well, of course it's a 
moment of out of control. We have no control over what will happen to him. But I wear the lucky 
dress, and it's a dress that's talismanic to me. It's a dress that I think is very pretty. It's a dress that's 
always bought good luck. It's my lucky dress. And what happens in the scene that I write about that 
moment is that I'm very pleased to be wearing the lucky dress, but only when I go into the surgical 
waiting room do I discover how utterly inappropriate that dress is. It's an expensive dress. It's a 
dress that you would wear to give a keynote speech or to somebody's birthday party. But I'm in a 
waiting room with people who are wearing sweatpants and t-shirts and tennis shoes, and all of the 
sudden, I feel terribly self-conscious. So there's this wonderful parallel between the kind of 
impotence, a sense of lack of control I have over my husband's surgery obviously, and the sudden 
utter self-consciousness I have about the dress and about a sort of vanity that can go with 
presentation. And what's interesting to me is I ended up folding the two pieces together in a piece of 
writing about that moment, and when an editor saw it, one of the editors wrote back to me and said, 
I love this piece, but we want more dress. The very thing I would have thought they would have 
thought I should cut more, but they realized that it's the detail, it's the sense of something that is 
very personal and at the same time, implies a kind of self-consciousness and a lack of control that 
very much shadows the kind of real story, the deeper story, of lack of control for my husband in 
terms of his hospital stay.  
 
[Text on screen] Principles of Emblematic Moments Through Details: ALL THE LOST GIRLS by 
Patricia Foster. 
 
I think that when you're working with emblematic moments, there are three or four things that really 
come out of that. The reason I think that Virginia Woolf is absolutely right in terms of knowing 
those sledgehammer blows and sort of beginning with that, or beginning your sort of way of 
approaching memoir, approaching a sort of organizing self with that. First is that you are going to be 
writing about what happened to you, and you're going to be writing in terms of sensual details, in 
terms of image that matters. Second thing is you'll be writing about why it matters, how you 
interpret it, what the interpreting self can say. The third thing to think is you'll get a cast of 
characters, because someone else is usually there with you in those moments. Virginia Woolf with 
her brother. Me and my father. Lucy Grealy and her friend. And the third thing is I think a lot of 
times it leads you to really push yourself to look back beyond that moment. 
 
So with the moment with my father, what I realized is that even though I wrote that first moment of 
being angry at my father, and of course I was looking back at that moment, I realized, of course, it 
was middle. It was the middle of a larger scene. It had a beginning. It wasn't that my father simply 
says, don't come home. It was that I had embarrassed my father the day before. We had gone to a 
medical conference, and I had come from California, and I was wearing my tank top and cutoff 
jeans, whereas everyone was dressed in very professional dress. And so I had embarrassed him. It 
had seemed unprofessional to him. So when he got mad at me, he was responding to his own 
embarrassment. Then that moment with my father led me to a moment when I went back to Los 
Angeles, and in Los Angeles, I was so angry at my father, I went to dancing classes as a way of sort 
of getting rid of the anger, and I really pushed myself in terms of dance because I loved dance and 



 

had originally thought of majoring in dance. But I push myself so much that my ankles swell like tree 
trunks, and so I ended up having to crawl around my apartment. And so there's this sort of really 
interesting sequence of events that begin to happen with one sort of emblematic moment, one sort 
of crucial scene. And what that did for me is it made me have to look at my father and me. I realized 
that my father had very impulsive anger. He had very directoral anger. It was kind of flash anger. 
Then I had to look at myself, and I realized what kind of anger did I have? What had I shown back? 
I'd shown an anger that was very indirect, that was, in fact, rather righteous, and an anger that, in the 
end, became self-sacrificing. So I learned many things from just writing that little piece about my 
father. I also realized that, I guess, that a moment can give you this sense of backstory, and writing 
that moment years later, and just to make it clear, my father and I became great friends. He was 
actually the person that was probably the most positive about a writing career and a daughter who 
was going to live and work creatively. But at the time, I realized it made me have to see my father 
not just in that moment, but to say, what was his history? And what I realized about his history was 
that he had also grown up, had lost his father when he was 16, had left an impoverished family. He'd 
gone to high school in a small town in Pascagoula, Mississippi, and he told me this story, because I 
hadn't known this story, but after I started writing the book, he told me the story about being in 
high school, and he was valedictorian of his high school, but because he came from an impoverished 
family, the principal literally stopped him one day and said, you know, don't try to get ahead of 
yourself. Go to work in a sawmill like the other kids. So he did for a year, and then he went to 
medical school. So that for both he and my mother, that sense of ambition was fragile, but had I not 
written that scene and thought about the sequence of that scene, I'm not sure I would have asked 
my father so directly about his own life and gotten that important background from him.  
 
[Text on screen] Coming to Clarity and Emblematic Moments in Memoir. 
 
A memoir has to be an act of discovery. In other words, the reader has to believe that they're 
following you on this act of discovery, and they're discovering something with you. I didn't start, I 
mean, for instance, I guess I'll use my own work. My memoir is about a girl who believed her 
parents' idea of ambition, that ambition was about security, it was about professionalism, it was 
about being a solid middle class member. What the reader has to see is how a girl, how that 
particular narrator comes to not immediately reject that, but to be confused by that and to fail at 
that, and only after failing at it, to begin to see that this is another possibility of ambition, that 
ambition can be creative, that ambition can be risk-engaged, that ambition can be about the 
unknown. That ambition cannot be about material things. If you're not following the narrator in that 
process, then the memoir's not working. The same I would say for Lucy Grealy. When Lucy Grealy 
starts out, you have a girl who only wants to fix her face, who only sees herself in relationship to the 
fixing. You see the failure of the fixing. You see the loss of status of the fixing. You see the 
humiliation of her situation and the suffering. And then you see her gravitating to these other 
possibilities. They're not a lot, but they're possibilities of an emerging self. They're possibilities of an 
emerging self that says, I still have a sensibility, and that sensibility is not simply my face. That 
sensibility is the whole being, it's my mind. It's my spirituality. It's my intellect. And you see the 
progression of that narrative.  
 
So it always has to be this process of discovery, starting at one place and ending at another. What 
happens is in most writing of books, you don't necessarily know where you're going to end up. You 
don't, sometimes, know in the first draft that you're moving, where that narrative is moving to. You 
know where it's moving from because that was the impetus to start. There's something at stake 
when you start. There's some problem. There's some disjunction for you as a writer. And so you're 



 

trying to figure out what the disjunction is and see how that line changes. I always say that memoir is 
about the mind on a page. It always is. It's a mind on a page, and that mind is thinking. The mind is 
not just dramatically revealing. That mind is also showing the expository thinking of the writer and 
the narrator who's processing what are sometimes stumbling changes, trying to understand a kind of, 
I think a kind of reconciliation with a self, not a redemption, because I don't think that ever comes, 
but I think a kind of reconciliation with, this is where I ended up. This is where I am now. And I 
have clarity about it. So it's the gaining of clarity that you want to write, that you're trying to get as a 
writer, and that you're trying to present to your reader. 


