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Writings that are commemorative, whether they take the form of
autobiographies, confessions, memoirs, or chronicles, generally offer the
reader a coherent and linear transcription of past events. The model for
such narratives presupposes that familiarity with the past results in a better
understanding of the present, and that the individual can best know himself
by re-examining the key moments of his life. When the text is self-
descriptive or self-exploratory, it is traditionally assumed that the past is
knowable and that events unfold in time such that retrospection reveals
both the catalyst of current events and the embryonic self of he who writes.

The retrospective point of view narratively exploits the difference
between the protagonist and the autobiographer but only with the intention
of gradually erasing it. Drawing on a teleological model of the self, the text
ends when the hero and narrator are one, when time has been recaptured
and the protagonist has realized his destiny. Georges Gusdorf, in his
seminal work on autobiography, contends that this type of writing flourished
after the Copernican revolution, when man found that he had lost his fixed
place in the universe. From this arose a need to explore and redefine his
person. Autobiographies are popular, he says, only in societies that
encourage "the curiosity of the individual about himself, the wonder he feels
about the mystery of his own destiny" (31).

In his attempt to overcome feelings of disintegration, the autobiographer
creates an image of himself that is characterized by closure and unity. Out
of the myriad events of his life, he spins a coherent narrative in which
nothing seems gratuitous. The ordinary happenings of daily existence are
seemingly forgotten, for they are replaced by a succession of epiphanies that
lead to the concretization of the self. As Shari Benstock points out in her
anicle entitled "Authorizing the Autobiographical:

Gaps in the temporal and spatial dimensions of the text itself are
often successfully hidden from reader and writer, so that the fabric
of the narrative appears seamless, spun of whole cloth. The effect is
magical-the self appears organic, the present the sum total of the
past, the past an accurate predictor of the future. (19)

Such works, it can be seen, would be particularly favored by those who
long for unity, sameness, and closure. The image of the self that these
writings create reflects an industrial-age understanding of the person; it
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