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Truth and Fiction in Memoir 

 
Course Description: 
“It’s simpler than one might think,” says Stephen Minot, editor of Literary Nonfiction: the Fourth Genre. 
“Literary nonfiction is distinguished by three basic characteristics: it is based on actual events, 
characters, and places; it is written with a special concern for language; and it tends to be more 
informal and personal than other types of nonfiction writing.” 
 
This course asks whether literary nonfiction—memoir in particular—is as simple as Minot claims. What 
are our expectations of memoir? And how is a text influenced by memory? By individual experiences? 
By the craft of turning life into story? Together we’ll look at books that play with the boundaries 
between real life and literature. 
 
Why enroll (and invest) in this course? 
We live in a text-based society, where our ability to read, analyze, and respond to a text is essential to 
our roles as students, consumers, co-workers, family members and social creatures. Studying literature 
prepares us to be local and global citizens. 
 
This course assumes that to read well one must also write well. It also assumes that reading books 
matters. As Franz Kafka said, "If the book we are reading does not wake us, as with a fist hammering 
on our skulls, then why do we read it? Good God, we also would be happy if we had no books and 
such books that make us happy we could, if need be, write ourselves. What we must have are those 
books that come on us like ill fortune, like the death of one we love better than ourselves, like suicide. 
A book must be an ice axe to break the sea frozen inside us." 
 
Prerequisites: 
LPI level 5 or approved LPI exemption required to remain registered in this class. For further details on 
the LPI requirement, please visit http://www.english.ubc.ca/ugrad/1styear/2.htm 
 
Required Texts (may include): 

 Lying by Lauren Slater 
 Woman Warrior by Maxine Hong Kingston 
 Maus by Art Spiegelman 
 Another Bullshit Night in Suck City by Nick Flynn 
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