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Fierce Attachments by Vivian Gornick – While Gornick writes about childhood and growing up 

to be a writer, she is also recording her current relationship with her mother. In addition to her 

fascinating treatment of time, I love how keenly she observes herself and others.  

Safekeeping by Abigail Thomas – A pioneering memoir written in bits of flash prose, moving 

back and forth through a long life, bringing us back to what matters – the moment.  

The Woman Warrior: Memoirs of a Girlhood Among Ghosts by Maxine Hong Kingston. 

Considered revolutionary upon publication, this memoir has become a classic for blending 

memoir with the Chinese folk tales Kingston grew up hearing. Powerful and thought provoking. 

This Boy’s Life  by Tobias Wolf – This one helped start a trend in memoirs that have the page-

turning quality of novels. It’s beautifully set up, showing the narrator as a child on the road with 

his mother.  

The Glass Castle by Jeanette Walls. Another good example of a memoir that reads like a novel. 

The child of mentally unstable parents who could not stay put, Walls eventually grew up and 

moved to New York City where her parents followed her to live on the streets.  

The Lover by Marguerite Duras. Technically an autobiographical novel, Duras speaks with a 

voice that sounds entirely her own, poetic and elliptical, as she tries to unravel the story of how 

she prostituted herself for her family as a girl.  

Wave by Sonali Deraniyagala – Deraniyagala lost her whole family  (parents, husband, children) 

in a tsunami. She wasn’t a writer but her therapist suggested she start. You can feel her writing 

herself towards remembering what she has lost. Beautifully written. 

Lying: A Metaphorical Memoir by Lauren Slater. Wow. The compellingly-readable story of how 

Slater may or may not have epilepsy, and how lying about her physical and mental state is part of 

who she is. In gorgeous prose, she suggests metaphor may be the route to the truth. 
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Persepolis by Marjane Strapani. Who says a memoir can’t be a graphic novel? This one tells the 

story of a girl growing up and surviving the Iranian revolution. 

The Things They Carried by Tim O-Brien—not a memoir but a novel-in-short stories whose 

main character is named Tim O’Brien and who, like the author, fought in the Vietnam War. 

Say Her Name by Francisco Goldman. Another novel based on real life, Goldman lost his new, 

young wife to the ocean in Mexico. Fascinating for its structure and emotion. 

Half a Life by Darin Strauss. Years after becoming a novelist, Strauss realized he couldn’t live 

with the secret of having accidentally killed someone. An honest, struggling memoir.  

Paula by Isabel Allende. Written to her daughter Paula as she lies in a coma, Allende brings all 

her creative energy to recreate a history of her family going back centuries.  

The Disappearance by Genevieve Jurgensen. Jurgensen’s two children were killed by a drunk 

driver. You’d think the story would be too sad to read, but by writing this as letters to a friend, 

she finds the intimate language to pull you through.  

Winter Journal by Paul Aster. Written in the second person, Auster explores what it feels like to 

have lived in one body into middle-age. A great example of a memoir about “ordinary” things. 

Black Boy by Richard Wright –A classic, it starts in Wright’s childhood, traces his departure 

from the Jim Crow south, and his emergence as a writer, a revealing necessary story. 

A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius by Dave Eggers. Can one leave this memoir off the 

list? Not really. It’s got all the comic, frenetic, emotional power of the title itself.  

Wild by Cheryl Strayed. A satisfying page turner about hiking the Pacific Crest trail that does a 

does a good job of revealing her deeper, painful, personal story.  

The Color of Water by James McBride. Interesting for how McBride alternates chapters between 

his memories of his mother and interviews with his mother and beautifully written.  

An American Childhood by Annie Dillard. Despite the bland title, Dillard is a master prose 

stylistic who writes grippingly about the smallest observations along the route to growing up.  

Boys of My Youth by Jo Ann Beard. A memoir in perfectly crafted short essays spanning early 

infancy to now, a lifetime of relationships and patterns of behavior caught in skillful prose. 

Truth Serum by Bernard Cooper. Also a memoir in perfectly crafted short essays spanning a 

lifetime of love and loss, including coming out and living with AIDS. 

Holding Silvan: A Brief Life by Monica Wesolowska. Why leave myself off this list?  Here’s the 

book I needed to read, so I wrote it. An exploration of medical ethics and maternal love, I’ve 

been told it’s honest, brave, and joyful. 


