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Abstract: This article examines the theory and practice of bibliomemoir using the conceptual resources of scriptural 

reminiscence. I observe that contemporary writers purporting to provide bibliomemoir with conceptual keys have 

overlooked the classic confessional Christian scriptural reminiscence tradition which can illuminate the distinctive 

features of bibliomemoir and various reading experiences bibliomemoir seeks to capture and engender. I argue that 

bibliomemoir embodies a participatory framework that, in many ways, simulates the participatory structure of 

Augustinian scriptural reminiscence. For readers, engagement with bibliomemoir calls for a participation in the 

world of the bibliomemoirist in and through participation in the textual realities that the bibliomemoirist attempts 

to distil and communicate. Hence, bibliomemoir enacts a double transformation for both its writer and its reader vis-

à-vis the bibliomemoirist’s chosen texts. Participation in the narrative world makes a reparative space for the worlds 

of the bibliomemoirist and his or her readers, creating the possibility of narrative-existential wholeness as articulated 

by hermeneutist Paul Ricoeur. I use contemporary novelist Brenda Walker’s bibliomemoir Reading by Moonlight: 

How Books Saved a Life and patristic Christian theologian Augustine’s Confessions as my principal case-studies. 

Walker’s writing expresses the female self as open, embodied, destabilised, plural, autonomous, and oriented towards 

interconnectedness of others inasmuch as she uses these intersecting experiences to frame her reception of texts. Thus, 

Walker externalises her pursuit of wholeness, remaining open to the claims of other worlds and voices in order to 

construct herself and her world afresh – unlike Augustine, whose writing is an embodiment of an internal struggle 

to achieve wholeness.  

Keywords: scriptural reminiscence, bibliomemoir, Paul Ricoeur, post-structuralism, feminist literary criticism, 
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Scriptural reminiscence and bibliomemoir both represent textually inspired forms of life-writing. 

A defining feature of both is the productive relationship between text and life, between the life 

one lives, and the stories one narrates. This article shows how bibliomemoir can be interpreted as 

a contemporary expression and development of scriptural reminiscence. Augustine’s participatory 
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reading and Ricoeur’s concept of narrative-existential wholeness are conceptual bridges framing 

this intersection. I will examine two principal case-studies: Augustine’s Confessions – a foundational 

prototypical instance of autobiography in the Western tradition, and Brenda Walker’s Reading by 

Moonlight: How Books Saved a Life – an instance of contemporary bibliomemoir with a vivid ethical 

and existential investment in her chosen texts.1   

Bibliomemoir as Subgenre of Memoir 

Literary critic Alex Zwerdling highlights interiority as a fundamental aspect of memoir. Memoir is 

a form of life-writing2 that centres “on the author’s inner life rather than place in the world…not 

on the anonymous story, nor the public record, but rather on the idiosyncratic, private, anomalous 

version of an individual history.”3 As a narrative of experience, memoir does not objectively 

account for what happened in a particular person’s life from a standpoint outside the historical 

experience itself. Memoirists are not fact-finders who analyse the inner workings of history by 

linking objective description with historical fact. They are interpreters who inhabit the experiences 

from within, exegeting and re-voicing the mnemonic material so readers of their memoirs can also 

participate in the experiences they recreate. Memoir’s focus on an individual’s interior history 

makes it an effective medium for the memoirist’s history of reading, which is necessarily 

“idiosyncratic, private and anomalous.”4 Since a primary activity of the memoirist is interpretation, 

reading as a popular memoir subject constitutes a fundamental experience that can be narrated 

and interpreted by the memoirist.  

Bibliomemoir is a narrative of the memoirist’s experience with books – a necessarily subjective 

account of how they figure in the making and transformation of his or her inner world.5 Many 

contemporary critics, reviewers, and authors have sought to establish this newly emergent 

subgenre’s theoretical bases. In an extended book review of Rebecca Mead’s My Life in Middlemarch, 

Joyce Carol Oates defines bibliomemoir as “a subspecies of literature combining criticism and 

1Augustine of Hippo, The Confessions, trans. Henry Chadwick, Oxford World’s Classics (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2008); Brenda Walker, Reading by Moonlight: How Books Saved a Life (Camberwell: Penguin Books, 2010).   
2 Critics such as Lee and Larson subsume memoir, along with autobiography, biography and confession, under the 
rubric of 'life-writing'. Hermione Lee, Biography: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009); 
Thomas Larson, The Memoir and the Memoirist: Reading and Writing Personal Narrative (Athens: Ohio University Press, 
2007). 
3 Alex Zwerdling, The Rise of the Memoir (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 1–2. 
4 Zwerdling, The Rise of the Memoir, 1–2. 
5 The term 'bibliomemoir' was first coined in 2009 by Rick Gekoski in his book Outside of a Dog: A Bibliomemoir 
(London: Constable, 2009); since then this subgenre has gained popularity among other authors. The term 
'bibliomemoir' was accepted and defined in the 2014 Collins English Dictionary as 'a memoir about the books one 
has read'. Ian Brookes,  in Collins English Dictionary (Glasgow: Collins, 2014). 
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biography with the intimate, confessional tone of autobiography.”6 She argues that “the most 

engaging bibliomemoirs establish the writer’s voice in counterpoint to the subject with something 

more than adulation or explication at stake.”7 Oates sees the reading practice undertaken by 

bibliomemoirists as being “something more” than just objective structural analysis (explication) or 

subjective assessment of aesthetic impact (adulation) of any given text. Explication is a critical 

activity, which in the formalist sense means to “[locate] its judgments behind the workings of the 

text, limiting [reading]…merely to matching objective description with textual fact.”8 Adulation, 

in turn, is an evaluative activity that critiques or eulogises the text as an object worthy of the 

bibliomemoirist’s attention according to personal or institutional standards of aesthetic enjoyment. 

Aesthetic critique inspires emotional attachment; logical dissection inspires intellectual assent. 

Instead of “producing literary abstractions a step removed from the text,” the bibliomemoirist as 

reader brings books “to life by envisaging its contents and vicariously experiencing the events and 

vicissitudes of the narrative world,”9 so opening up his or her inner world to books’ potentially 

unsettling and/or transformative power. Yet, when the bibliomemoirist’s imagination is immersed 

in the world of the text, there is a complex harmonisation of readerly and textual perspectives 

(‘counterpoint’) issuing in communality or dissonance. The bibliomemoirist’s participation in the 

narrative world entails tension and risk, where the bibliomemoirist reads and is in turn ‘read’ by 

the text. The text’s dynamic interaction with the bibliomemoirist means it is more than a passive 

object of intellection or enjoyment; it is a perspective and a character in the story of a human life.  

There are many different kinds of bibliomemoir embodying the stories of a bibliomemoirist’s 

idiosyncratic reading responses to his or her chosen texts. For example, Rick Gekoski’s Outside of 

a Dog is subversive of the liberal humanist reading paradigm and demonstrates its ineffectualness 

through a parody of ethical and existential investment in texts.10 In Will Schwalbe’s The End of Your 

Life Book Club, characters in books are mediating figures illuminating aspects of his dying  mother’s 

history or personality in ways that enhance or challenge the bibliomemoirist’s understanding of his 

loved one and her world.11 In Walker’s Reading by Moonlight, books extend the self into parallel lives, 

                                                           
6 Joyce Carol Oates, "Deep Reader: Rebecca Mead's My Life in Middlemarch," The New York Times 2014, accessed 
September 5, 2019, https://www.nytimes.com/2014/01/26/books/review/rebecca-meads-my-life-in-
middlemarch.html.  
7Oates, “Deep Reader”. 
8 Adam Zachary Newton, Narrative Ethics (Harvard: Harvard University Press, 2009), 56. 
9 Briggs's empirical study demonstrates C.S. Lewis's claim that children's reading is participatory in nature and can be 
applied to adult reading. Melody Briggs, How Children Read Biblical Narrative: An Investigation of Children’s Readings of the 
Gospel of Luke (Eugene: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2017), 132; also see C.S Lewis, "Hamlet: The Prince or the 
Poem?," in Modern Shakespearean Criticism: Essays on Style: Dramaturgy, and the Major Plays, ed. Alvin B. Kernan (New 
York: Harcourt, Brace, and World, 1970), 301–311. 
10 Gekoski, Outside of a Dog. 
11 Will Schwalbe, The End of Your Life Book Club (Waterville: Thorndike Press, 2012). 
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providing an escape from the reality of the writer’s illness and a re-articulation of the somatic, 

relational and psychological touchstones of her aesthetic existence. In each case, hermeneutical 

entry into the world of the chosen texts is a precursor to ironic or sincere re-envisioning of the 

bibliomemoirist’s world. These moments of clarity realised through particular reading practices 

and experiences can be considered as mini-climaxes giving shape and tension to the story of the 

bibliomemoirist’s journeying toward narrative-existential wholeness; whether actively sought or 

not, such wholeness is often destined to remain out of reach.  

Scriptural Reminiscence as Life-writing 

Oates uses contemporary interdisciplinary nomenclature to map a field practised, I argue, since 

antiquity. Bibliomemoir embodies a secular text-inspired variant of life-writing using sacred 

narrative(s) in the articulation of a narrative identity. Historically speaking, confessional Christian 

scriptural reminiscence such as that practised by Augustine (354–430 CE) is any form of self-

narrativising that uses biblical stories as its “role model and motivator for us to remember, share 

and interpret our own and each other’s stories.”12 Practical theologian Matthew Antsey affirms 

that “scriptural stories…do not simply offer a means of arriving at narrative truth by 

indirection;...rather, they are intrinsic to autobiography itself, providing crucial (sub)plots to issues 

of faith, morality, purpose, the after-life, belonging, beauty, reconciliation, and so forth.”13 The 

reader of Scripture situates his or her life story within the tapestry of meditations concerning God 

and God’s relationship to humanity, thus reconfiguring the reader’s notion of self as an enduring 

character within the foundation story of God.   

Methodology 

Augustine’s participatory ontology of Scripture reading can illuminate bibliomemoir’s participatory 

structure. Participatory reading practice denotes a holistic hermeneutical involvement in chosen 

texts as precursor to re-envisioning the world. In a sense bibliomemoir, which narrates the story 

of one’s experience in the world through the mediation of books, honours the world-shaping 

potential of books in a way analogous to the transformative contemplative seeing of Christian 

spirituality. Participation in the world of the texts opens up a reparative space within the world of 

12 R.A. Rost, "Spiritual Need Five: Providing Quality Pastoral Care as a Congregation," Journal of Religion, Spirituality 
and Ageing 17, no. 3-4 (2008): 127. 
13 Matthew Antsey, "Scriptural Reminiscence and Narrative Gerontology: Jacob's Wrestling with the Unknown 
(Genesis 32)," in Ageing, Disability and Spirituality: Addressing the Challenge of Disability in Later Life (London: Jessica 
Kingsley Publishers, 2008), 108. 
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the writer as reader, creating the possibility of narrative-existential wholeness as articulated by 

hermeneutist Paul Ricoeur.14  

In Time and Narrative, Ricoeur defines ‘wholeness’ as a quality of the narrative experience afforded 

by plot, and depicts a movement towards narrative wholeness that is secured when the self-as-

narrative is oriented in terms of a unifying principle or goal.15 He builds on modern philosopher 

Immanuel Kant’s ‘productive imagination’ and classical philosopher Aristotle’s notion of 

‘emplotment’ to postulate that plot offers a natural way of imposing a temporal order on events.16 

Emplotment, or integrating human lives in time, is what stories ideally do. Emplotment is an 

activity of the mind that “‘grasps together’ and integrates into one whole and complete story 

multiple and scattered events.”17 On the one hand, there is ‘concordance’, or a certain pressure, to 

refigure the jumble of events according to the classic Aristotelian narrative model – a plot with 

beginning, middle, and end; every event is connected and makes sense in relation to its ending. On 

the other hand, this “model is not purely a model of concordance, but rather of discordant 

concordance.”18 The self-as-narrative is fractured by the encroachment of the surprising and tragic, 

but the incorporation of such events only makes the whole more meaningful.19 Here, Ricoeur 

draws on Augustine’s understanding of time’s evanescence. Things future and past are always 

being reinterpreted in light of a continuous present. The self-as-narrative is continually being 

reshaped, according to the movements of flux that mark one’s existence in time, but keeps its 

shape insofar as it is oriented toward some projected end.20  

Wholeness is thereby a narrative-existential wholeness manifesting in a coherence of the self-as-

narrative. Moreover, the experience of its opposite will produce a lapse of narrative coherence or 

aporia, a lack of closure and finality. The self, as Ricoeur posits in Oneself as Another, will be open to 

                                                           
14 Paul Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, vol. 1, trans. Kathleen McLaughlin and David Pellauer (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1984), 38-44. Oneself as Another, trans. Kathleen Blamey (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992), 
113–47. 
15 Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, vol. 1, 42. 
16 For Ricoeur, Kant's notion of 'productive imagination' refers to that capacity of the imagination to augment reality 
by re-structuring perceptions. It is placed in conjunction with an Aristotelian narrative theory of emplotment; which 
is to say that emplotment is not purely reproductive, but a living, creative process subject to tension and risk. 
Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, vol.1, 68; see also George H. Taylor, "Ricoeur’s Philosophy of Imagination," in Journal of 
French Philosophy 16, no. 1 and 2 (2006): 93–104. 
17 Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, vol. 1, x, 31–51.  
18 Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, vol. 1, 42. 
19 Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, vol. 1, xi, 31–45, 67.  
20 Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, vol. 1, xi, 5–30. The Augustinian notion of time could be said to differ from Ricoeur’s, 
lending a non-linear dimension to the narrativity of Confessions. However, Confessions manifests emplotment in a 
certain mode and to a certain degree – with an overarching movement toward wholeness constituting the 
momentum of the narrative, even as it is partially offset by a certain diffusiveness. M.B. Pranger demonstrates “how 
the polyphony of voices in the Confessions is both scattered and held together thanks to the manifestation of time as a 
simultaneous presence and absence.” He discusses the Augustinian notion of time as thematised in Book 11, “Time 
and Eternity.” M.B. Pranger, “Time and Narrative in Augustine’s Confessions,” The Journal of Religion, 81, no. 3 (2001): 
377-393.  
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other worlds, other visions that transmute its essence.21 In Time and Narrative, he suggests that the 

reader will try to “incorporate …into [his or her] vision of the world the lessons of [his or her] 

readings”.22 In Oneself as Another, he adds that the dissonance between the imaginary world of the 

narrative and the world of the reader’s experience pushes him or her back into the search for other 

texts. This dialectic whereby the self-understanding is challenged (‘dispossession’) and refigured 

(‘reconfiguration’) by each text approximates the tension between appropriation and surrender.23 

This tension characterises the reader’s interaction with the text in bibliomemoir and scriptural 

reminiscence. Ricoeur’s definition of narrative-existential wholeness frames my account of the way 

this impulse toward wholeness is constantly, but differently, thwarted in bibliomemoir and 

scriptural reminiscence. This integration of self – in relation to others, the world, and God – 

through the participatory dimension of reading which mirrors the world of the writer back to the 

reader through the mediation of texts, is a movement intrinsic to both bibliomemoir and scriptural 

reminiscence.  

 

Augustine’s Practice of Scriptural Reminiscence in Confessions 

Historical theologians Rowan Williams, David Meconi, and Michael Cameron refer to Augustine’s 

hermeneutics as an incarnational hermeneutics of the self par excellence. Williams identifies 

Augustine’s theological understanding of the Incarnation as an event that stages the collision of 

the human and the divine: “God stoops to become a righteous human being so that, as human but 

not sinful, he may intercede for us so that, created though we are, we may still contemplate God.”24 

Meconi adds that Augustine adapts the Platonic concept of participation to denote the means by 

which God’s Incarnation is realised in history.25 Cameron, transposing Augustine’s concept of 

participation into the setting of biblical hermeneutics, identifies a participatory dynamic in which 

Augustine “imitates this Christological pattern of humble reciprocation when Augustine 

transposes himself into [the biblical] characters.”26  

Augustine wrote Confessions between the ages of forty-three and forty-five. In the first ten of 

                                                           
21 Ricoeur, Oneself as Another, 122–4. 
22 Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, vol. 3, trans. Kathleen Blamey and David Pellauer (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 
1988), 179. 
23 Ricoeur, Oneself as Another, 147. 
24 Rowan Williams, "Augustine's Christology: Its Spirituality and Rhetoric," in In the Shadow of the Incarnation: Essays on 
Jesus Christ in the Early Church in Honor of Brian E. Daley, ed. Peter W. Martens (Notre Dame: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 2008), 144. 
25 David Meconi, "The Incarnation and the Role of Participation in St. Augustine’s Confessions," Augustinian Studies 29, 
no. 2 (1998): 64. 
26 Michael Cameron, Christ Meets Me Everywhere: Augustine's Early Figurative Exegesis (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2012), 290. 
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thirteen books, he relates his struggle with sin and sin’s effect upon his life – in adolescence and 

even after turning to God at thirty-one. Historical theologian Henry Chadwick characterises 

Confessions as “autobiographical narrative…a polemical work, at least as much a self-vindication as 

an admission of mistakes.”27 Similarly, literary historian Paula Fredriksen, reading Confessions as 

autobiography, calls Augustine’s text a “brilliant and profoundly original work of creative 

theology…[combining] biblical interpretation, late Platonism, and anti-Manichean polemic with 

haunting autobiographical narrative.”28 This eclectic mix of styles in Confessions reveals Augustine’s 

reflexive appropriation of his chosen texts, particularly Scripture as authoritative text. 

The Latin derivative of the word ‘confession’ (confessio) can mean an act implying “admission of 

guilt”, “acknowledgement”, or “proof.”29 In Augustine’s time, confessio also means “praise, worship, 

thanksgiving.”30 For Augustine, confession is a practice of shared and individual devotion in 

Christian community that aims to build up believers and non-believers alike in faith to God 

through the authentication of inner truth. Confession does not simply entertain the hearer nor 

actualise the self, but orients both self and hearer to a belief in a living God.31 Confessional texts 

such as Confessions have a divine-human focus in discursively framing the experience of divine-

human encounter, so enabling readers to experience what it is like to relate to a living God by 

transposing the ‘voice’ of Scripture into the idiom of the self.32  

As a confessional form of scriptural reminiscence, Augustine’s Confessions has a person-centric 

focus (Books 1–10) that is eclipsed by a theocentric focus (Books 11–13). This divine-human focus 

“complicates [scholarly] views of the Confessions’ compositional integrity” and attempts to fit 

                                                           
27 Henry Chadwick, Introduction: The Confessions, Oxford World’s Classics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), ix. 
28 Paula Fredriksen, "The Confessions as Autobiography," in A Companion to Augustine, ed. Mark Vessey (Hoboken: 
Blackwell, 2012), 87. Late Platonism refers to the school of thought that originated in the third century, which 
attempts to harmonise the ideas of Plato and Aristotle with ancient religious and philosophical traditions. 
Manicheanism is a spiritualist philosophy perceived as a heresy in the Christian world of Augustine's time. The 
theological essence of Manicheanism is a spiritual-material dualism of God and anti-God. For scholarly treatments 
of these ideas as they relate to Augustine's wider theological matrix, see Fredriksen, “The Confessions as 
Autobiography”; Shon H. Kraley, "Neoplatonic Influences in Augustine's Confessions," Anthos 1, no. 1 (1990): 47–50.  
29 P.G.W. Glare, "Confessio," in Oxford Latin Dictionary (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982). 
30Confessio and the concepts it designates - confession of sin, praise of God, profession of faith - originate from the 
Vulgate. Cornelius Mayer, "Confessio," in Augustinus-Lexikon, ed. Cornelius Mayer et al (Basel: Schwabe & Co.,1986–
94), Col. 1122; Chadwick affirms that the title of Confessions “carries a conscious double meaning, of confession as 
praise, as well as of confession as acknowledgement of faults." Chadwick, Introduction: The Confessions, ix.  
31Augustine penned three brief testimonies about Confessions in separate works -- Retractationes, II, 6 (427 CE), De dono 
perseverantiae, XX, 53 (428 CE), and Letter to Darius (429 CE). They sketch the purpose, form, and content of his 
composition: "My Confessions, in thirteen books, praise the righteous and good God as they speak either of my evil or 
good, and they are meant to excite men's minds and affections toward him." It would seem from these testimonies 
that the doxological function is primary for Augustine. Augustine of Hippo, "Augustine’s Testimony Concerning the 
Confessions," in Confessions and Enchiridion, vol.7, ed. and trans. Albert C. Outler (London: SCM Press, 1955), 24. 
32 Cameron explores how Augustine identifies Scripture as the medium of the divine-human encounter. Scriptural 
reminiscence involves the incorporation of the human dimension of reading into the Christological. Michael Cameron. 
"Augustine and Scripture," in A Companion to Augustine, ed. Mark Vessey (Hoboken: John Wiley and Sons, 2013), 200–
214. 
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Augustine’s practice of memoir into modern secular paradigms of Western autobiography.33 But 

the question of genre in Confessions becomes more straightforward when the text is considered as 

a confession – a powerful, idiosyncratic mix of life-writing and theology. The divine-human focus 

of Confessions is manifest in its form, theme, and manner of composition, as well as in Augustine’s 

use of Scripture. 

Augustine’s onto-theological concept of participation, adapted from Platonic thought, frames his 

own account of the convergence of the divine and human. For the Platonist, reading is a hubristic 

individual reclamation of recollected knowledge. For Augustine, reading is not so much ‘neo-

Platonic ascent’ but has an incarnational logic; Christ condescends to participate in the fallen 

figures of humanity, in order that human beings might be recreated in God’s image.34 Transposing 

such a concept into the setting of biblical hermeneutics, reading is an act of ‘downward 

participation’, in which the reader humbly transposes himself or herself into the biblical figures as 

precursor to being transfigured.35  

Augustine applies participatory reading in Confessions. Cameron attributes to Augustine this 

meaning of the Latin verb ‘transfigurare’: incorporation of the believer into Christ himself, not 

abstractly but concretely. Christ’s transfiguration of Augustine the reader/writer into Christ 

himself means that Christ speaks in Augustine’s persona.36 Augustine does not look ‘at’ textual 

figures to analyse their inner workings, hence producing literary abstractions one step removed 

from the scriptural text. Rather, he positions himself as the leading figure in this drama of the soul 

which borrows its framework from the biblical narrative of fall and redemption. He re-interprets 

remembered deeds, events, and persons by re-identifying them in terms of biblical characters to 

illuminate all things past and future with new meaning. Even seemingly innocuous deeds like 

stealing pears are now understood in their psychic depths as rebellion against God. Augustine’s 

humble act of self-transposition effects a deepening re-patterning of the worlds of thought and 

action, imbuing his self-understanding with wholeness. Just as Augustine is immersed in the world 

of Scripture, allowing its words and world to become his own, so readers of Confessions are similarly 

illuminated by the same scriptural story as their ‘I’ and Augustine’s ‘I’ converge.37 

The iconic story of Augustine stealing pears in Book 2 of Confessions illustrates his practice of 

                                                           
33 Fredriksen, "The Confessions as Autobiography," 87–91. 
34 Meconi, "The Incarnation and the Role of Participation in St. Augustine’s Confessions," 61–75.  
35 James O’Donnell, Confessions: Commentary on Books 1–7, vol. 2 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992). 
36 Michael Cameron, Christ Meets Me Everywhere, 290–1; see also Michael Cameron, "Transfiguration: Christology and 
the Roots of Figurative Exegesis in St. Augustine," StudPatr 33 (1997), 40–7.  
37 Augustine deploys the transfigurative function in biblical exegesis in his expositions on the Psalms, for example 
Psalm 30, n.2 and Psalm 40, n.5, "Expositions on the Psalms," in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, First Series, ed. Philip 
Schaff (Buffalo: Christian Literature Publishing Co., 1888).   
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scriptural reminiscence. Augustine retrospectively examines the ‘why’ and ‘how’ of his sin, 

particularly as this relates to theological questionings concerning the nature, origin, and object of 

sin. The literal referent is Augustine’s experience of stealing pears, but he also “rhetorically 

construct[s]” this sin as “a direct window, unobstructed by the particularities of wants and desires, 

onto the essence of sin itself.”38 Rather than analysing the circumstances surrounding his sinful 

act, Augustine meditates on the nature of sin itself:      

There was a pear tree near our vineyard laden with fruit, though attractive in neither 

colour nor taste. To shake the fruit of  the tree and carry off  the pears, I and a gang 

of  naughty adolescents set off  late at night, after (in our usual pestilential way) we had 

continued our game in the streets. We carried off  a huge load of  pears. But they were 

not for our feasts but merely to throw to the pigs. Even if  we ate a few, nevertheless 

our pleasure lay in doing what was not allowed.39 

Augustine, writing introspective autobiography, foregrounds an inner motivation for the sin: he 

does it because it “was not allowed.” But this remark in itself presents sin as a conundrum. His 

wanting to sin defies logical description, since nothing reasonable has been obtained by it. This 

delight in nothingness marks the paradox of sin. Yet, his readers are able to participate in 

Augustine’s experience of sin, through the use of an image inscribed with the reality to which it 

points. Augustine nests the literal description of the pear-theft scene within a meditation on human 

depravity:  

Such was my heart, O God, such was my heart. You had pity on it when it was at the 

bottom of  the abyss. Now let my heart tell you what it was seeking there in that I became 

evil for no reason. I had no motive for wickedness except wickedness itself. It was foul 

and I loved it. I loved the self-destruction, I loved my fall, not the object for which I 

had fallen but my fall itself. My depraved soul leaped down from your firmament to 

ruin. I was seeking not to gain anything by shameful means, but shame for its own 

sake.40 (italics mine) 

Even the more literal descriptions are shot through with biblical imagery – the image of an “abyss” 

accompanies the paradox of “no motive for wickedness except wickedness itself.” ‘My heart…at 

the bottom of  the abyss” speaks of one’s own physical experience of being caught in a dark place, and 

‘my heart…at the bottom of  the abyss’ enables one to make imaginative extrapolation to the unseen 

                                                           
38 John C. Cavadini, "Book Two: Augustine's Book of Shadows," in A Reader’s Companion to Augustine’s Confessions, ed. 
Kim Paffenroth and Robert Kennedy (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2003), 31. 
39 Augustine, The Confessions, 29. 
40 Augustine, The Confessions, 29.  
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reality of the soul’s underlying emptiness when left to its natural devices.41 Augustine’s use of 

metaphor is modelled after that of the biblical text, in which the continuity of the figural and literal 

linguistically actualises the integration of the eternal and temporal.42 

According to Chadwick, Augustine identifies himself as “a new Catiline.”43 Augustine echoes the 

language of classical Roman historian Sallust (86-35 BCE): “It was said of one brutal and cruel 

man [Cataline] that he was evil and savage without reason...”44 In his exposition of Psalm 108, n.3, 

Augustine also refers to Sallust’s depiction of Catiline: “Even among secular writers the judgment 

was passed on a very depraved person that he ‘was evil and cruel from choice, without 

provocation’.”45 Augustine overlays the Catiline figure with the biblical image of Lucifer, that age-

old Adversary who had “leaped down from [God’s] firmament to ruin”. Augustine’s retrospective 

articulation of his experience in Luciferian terms is an exegesis and re-voicing of the narrated 

experience of his rejection of God.46 Augustine illustrates his manner of participation in the 

narrative of Lucifer’s fall: 

Therefore in the act of  theft, what was the object of  my love, in what way did I 

viciously and perversely imitate my Lord? Was my pleasure to break your law, but by 

deceit since I had not the power to do that by force? Was I acting like a prisoner with 

restricted liberty who does without punishment what is not permitted, thereby making an assertion of  

possessing a dim resemblance to omnipotence?...What a monstrous life and what an abyss of  

death!47 (italics mine) 

There is an intimate tonal and thematic resonance with the language of Isaiah 14:12-15: 

How you have fallen from heaven…You have been cast down to the earth…You said 

in your heart, “I will ascend to the heavens; I will raise my throne above the stars of  

God…I will ascend above the top of  the clouds; I will make myself  like the Most High. 

                                                           
41 According to Augustine, signs, namely words, are more than conventional indicators. There is an ontological 
correspondence of sign (signum) and thing (res). It is on this basis that Augustine can speak of the sacramentality of 
signs, namely words – signs have "signifying and causative functions (the latter emphatically arising from the sign-
concept) and portray the fundamental mediatorial function in the discussion of sacraments in the Western Church." 
Notger Slenczka, "Sign," in The Encyclopedia of Christianity, ed. Geoffrey William Bromiley and Erwin Fahlbusch 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008), 6,7. 
42 Alison Searle, The Eyes of Your Heart: Literary and Theological Trajectories of Imagining Biblically, Paternoster Theological 
Monographs (Eugene: Wipf and Stock, 2009), 186. For a modern articulation of Augustine’s understanding of 
metaphor, see C.S. Lewis, “Transposition” in C.S. Lewis: Essay Collection and Other Short Pieces, ed. L. Walmsley 
(London: Harper Collins, 2000), 267–78.   
43 Augustine, The Confessions, 29. 
44 Augustine, The Confessions, 30.  
45 Augustine of Hippo, Expositions of the Psalms, 99–120, ed. Boniface Ramsey, trans. Maria Boulding, pt. III, vol. 19, 
The Works of Saint Augustine: A Translation for the 21st Century (New York: New City Press, 2003), 242; Sallust, 
The War with Catiline, trans. John C. Rolfe (Chicago: Loeb Classical Library, 1921), n.16. 
46 See Cavadini, "Book Two: Augustine's Book of Shadows," 25–52; Cameron, "Augustine and Scripture," 200, 213. 
47 Augustine, The Confessions, 32. 
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But you are brought down to the realm of  the dead, to the depths of  the pit.48 (italics 

mine) 

Augustine’s narrative is not a simple reproduction, but an exegesis of the biblical narrative. He 

imagines Lucifer’s experience of seeking ascendency as an end in itself, making himself “like the 

Most High”. Augustine uses his own experience to exegete the biblical text, for the motivations of 

Lucifer are recognisable in the mirror of Augustine’s own. Augustine locates the motive for his sin 

thus: “Was I acting like a prisoner with restricted liberty who does without punishment what is 

not permitted, thereby making an assertion of possessing a dim resemblance to omnipotence?”  

Augustine, seeing his actions not simply as violations of a code of conduct but as rebellion against 

God, places his actions within the horizon of the biblical story of estrangement and redemption. 

Augustine reads Catiline, that diabolical figure who loved evil for its own sake, in a way that 

accentuates the beauty of its antithesis which is God. For, instead of entering into the despair that 

such a figure can inspire, Augustine refigures his perceptions of Catiline in line with his own godly 

intention.  He ‘voices’ the words of the biblical text to attain a wholeness of meaning that springs 

from its depths. Augustine’s world is transparent with biblical-theological meaning, and his unique 

vision of Christ in and through the everyday informs his readers’ way of seeing and living in the 

world.  

 

Brenda Walker’s Practice of Bibliomemoir in Reading by Moonlight:  

How Books Saved a Life 

Literary critic Bernadette Brennan interprets Walker’s Reading by Moonlight as illness narrative.49 

Richard Freadman defines ‘illness narrative’ as a metaphorisation of the self experiencing illness.50 

Walker synthesises such metaphors to articulate her experience as a cancer patient. Brennan also 

postulates that in Walker’s bibliomemoir, reading enacts an oscillation between the ideal of a 

deeper whole and the lived reality of the fractured self.51 In the midst of fracture, Walker recovers 

                                                           
48 All biblical citations in this article are taken from the The Holy Bible: New International Version (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan Bible Publishers, 1984). 
49 Bernadette Brennan, "‘Alone and in Close Company’: Reading and Companionship in Brenda Walker’s Reading 
by Moonlight," Australian Literary Studies 27, no. 1 (2012): 62–75. 
50 Richard Freadman, "Clinging to the Shreds of the Self: Life Writing and Illness in Inga Clendinnen’s Tiger Eye," 
Life Writing 9, no. 4 (2012): 378. Memoir theorists such as Freadman and Arthur Frank demonstrate that metaphors 
for illness in some way embody, mediate, and generate the writerly self's understanding of the illness experience. 
Conversely, Susan Sontag, Christina Middlebrook, and others argue that illness narratives are simply ornaments or 
allusions to the illness experience and serve no integral function in the articulation of the seriously ill self. Arthur 
Frank, The Wounded Storyteller: Body, Illness and Ethics (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997); Susan Sontag, 
Illness as Metaphor (London: Allen Lane, 1979); Christina Middlebrook, Seeing the Crab: A Memoir of Dying (New York: 
Basic Books, 1996). 
51 Brennan, “Alone and in Close Company,” 62.  
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fleeting moments of wholeness as she is continually constituted and reconstituted in the mirror of 

her chosen texts, analogous to Augustine’s ever-deepening experience of wholeness as he reads 

himself more deeply into the biblical narrative.  

Walker, novelist and professor of English literature, described how engagement with different 

texts sustained her during her treatment for, and recovery from, breast cancer. Her bibliomemoir 

consists of five sections: Surgery, Chemotherapy, Radiation, Reconstruction, and Survival. At the 

Narrative and Healing Symposium following her recovery, Walker emphasised that:  

If  I had written anything other than Reading by Moonlight...that writing might have been 

competent but it would have been hollow and remote from me, and evading the 

subject of  cancer would have consolidated invisible personal damage.52 

In that moment of illness, life-writing was her way to truthfully respond to present wounds. She 

accomplished this, not by purposefully seeking to fit perceptions of her wounds within a single 

pre-existing narrative, but by registering through her reading of other writings the ‘companionship’ 

and insights of others in a dynamic and ever-evolving process of meaning-making.53  

I observe that, as reader, Walker is constantly indwelling multiple worlds, making and breaking 

connections to structure and restructure her vision of self, other, and world in order to assuage 

the fracturing of the self produced by illness. This ebb and flow of the narrative vision, its 

harmonising and re-harmonising to accommodate the insights of multiple texts, gives her 

bibliomemoir the feel of an extended daydream. At times, she seemingly arrives at a shimmering 

wholeness of meaning through the undulating fragments of language, only for that seeming totality 

to collapse and cascade into a new configuration. She describes this reading strategy:  

We shouldn’t have a passion for storytelling if  we cared only for the world of  facts, 

because storytelling is a way of  adjusting the facts, of  lending some and not others 

weight and significance, of  arranging them in a time and an order that we determine 

for ourselves.54 

At one point in her bibliomemoir, Walker expresses her wish to have her American ex-colleague’s 

“thoughts on [the American writer] Melville.” But she does “have [the ex-colleague’s office] view, 

which is most beautiful at twilight, when the sky softens into violet and the river shines in the 

                                                           
52 Brenda Walker, "Narrative and Healing" (Speech delivered at the Narrative and Healing  
Symposium, University of Sydney, Sydney, NSW on September 3, 2010). 
53 Brennan discusses how Walker’s reading and writing are motivated by a desire for companionship through illness 
in “Alone and in Close Company”. 
54 Walker, Reading by Moonlight, 111. 
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distance.”55 This juxtaposition of “thoughts on Melville” and beauty of the office view implies, 

rather than prescribes, a feeling of convergence of her inner and outer worlds. She metaphorically 

links ‘vision’ with ‘view’, suggesting poetically that the two are continuous and that many American 

writers are noted for their evocation of the natural landscape. She then describes another 

colleague’s “room full of unusual things…The most lovely thing he owns is a lobster made in 

Kyoto.”56 The image of the handcrafted metal lobster allows her to link Melville’s craft and the 

marine setting of Moby-Dick57 with her metaphor for writing as “a boat, a cradle of flotation for 

the writer and reader.”58  Writing, for all its artifice, can contain and direct the soul across the ebb 

and tide of life. This eliding focus of Walker’s vision is like the undulation of the sea – themes 

recur and remix in a cascading configuration of images, ideas, and stories. 

Walker uses texts as stimuli that enrich, and are enriched by, the images of her personal past. For 

example, she is sensitive to traditional interpretations of the ancient The Tosa Diary written by 

Japanese provincial governor Ki No Tsurayuki and the biblical book of Isaiah.59 She appreciates 

the Christian notion of the personhood of God as ultimate reality, using Isaiah’s evocation of God 

the Father promising to carry his children to safety: “I have made you and I will bear the burden, 

I will carry you and will bring you to safety.”60 This image resonates with her childhood experience 

of being rescued by her father from a flood. At the same time, she appreciates the ultimate 

evanescence of things that The Tosa Diary seems to illustrate, as in the scene she narrates:  

A child has died, and must be left behind. In one poem, she is compared to a pearl. 

Ki No Tsurayuki adds a few lines after the poem: “Thus he spoke in memory of  his 

little daughter, for a parent is apt to become very childish. Some may object that she 

was not like a pearl; be that as it may, the child is dead, and it is no empty compliment 

to say she had a beautiful face.”61  

The epigraph and shining pearl-like face remind Walker of the sorrow of bereavement and fuel 

her desire not to leave her father similarly bereaved if she dies. In The Tosa Diary, death or transition 

is part of the effervescing fabric of living; in Isaiah, God the Father is a refuge against the flux. 

These traditional interpretations are tonally adjusted to frame her complex experience as a cancer 

                                                           
55 Walker, Reading by Moonlight, 104. 
56 Walker, Reading by Moonlight, 104. 
57 Herman Melville, Moby-Dick (London: Penguin, 2004).  
58 Walker, Reading by Moonlight, 105. 
59 Walker, Reading by Moonlight, 30–35; Ki No Tsurayuki, The Tosa Diary, trans. William N. Porter (Vermont, Charles 
E. Tuttle & Co., 1981), 97–8, 133; Isaiah 46:4. 
60 Walker, Reading by Moonlight, 34. Here, Walker alludes to God the Father in Isaiah 53:16, and re-voices Isaiah 46:4: 
“Even to your old age and gray hairs I am he, I am he who will sustain you. I have made you and I will carry you; I 
will sustain you and I will rescue you.”   
61 Walker, Reading by Moonlight, 32. 
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patient with the support and encouragement of her family as an anchor against this flux.  

Walker’s purpose in reading and writing is intimately linked to her experience of illness. She deals 

with her fear of illness and death, and the surprises the prospect of death works upon her sense of 

self. She evokes themes from works of various authors to illuminate different facets of her 

experience. Musing on Edgar Allan Poe’s literary preoccupation with death, she notes the wilful 

ignorance of death that is an existential hallmark of our postmodern experience: “These days we’ve 

turned our faces to the wall in the matter of death and loss.”62 She then likens herself to a character 

in Don DeLillo’s novel The Body Artist to exemplify the sense of disillusionment that accompanies 

the experience of sudden illness. “Lauren is ‘the dictator’ of her body, and I too had confidence in 

the health and submission of my physical self. It did what it was told.”63 Illness and rupture of the 

self-as-narrative go together. Illness dispels the illusion of control – both of the self-as-narrative 

and of bodily experience which, in a sense, it vitally expresses. Walker adds: “Malone Dies became 

one of the books of my life…in Malone Dies [Beckett] shows us that there can be something apart 

from helplessness and despair in waiting for the end of a life, the end of a story.”64 The themes of 

rupture, loss of control, and hope indicate Walker’s desire for wholeness through participation in 

the imaginary world of narrative. These themes are repeated throughout her own story, expressing 

her implicit desire for wholeness of the self-as-narrative. Nonetheless, there is no real integration 

of thematic threads into one coherent narrative. 

Walker discloses the power of narrative to compose her sense of self ruptured by illness: 

Illness has made me consider what might be redemptive, and to value, the fact that 

the most devastated lives are surely also touched, if  only briefly, with an unremitting 

hopeful sense of  purpose. Sometimes, in places where ill people gather – this purpose 

is concentrated on personal narrative, on the ordinary task of  telling a neighbour a 

story, and the act itself  is charged with life, even though the story may concern the 

end of  it.65 

Walker confesses that storytelling has sustained her through cancer treatment: 

And so, four years distant from my own diagnosis...A heightened sense of  the 

significance of  narrative is what developed when I was in the trap of  cancer. Of  

                                                           
62 Walker, Reading by Moonlight, 10; Kenneth Silverman, Edgar A. Poe: Mournful and Never-ending Remembrance (New 
York: HarperCollins, 1992), 217. 
63 Walker, Reading by Moonlight, 11; Don DeLillo, The Body Artist (London, Picador, 2001), 57. 
64 Walker, Reading by Moonlight, 17; Samuel Beckett, Malone Dies: A Novel, vol. 13, Collected Works of Samuel Beckett 
(New York: Grove Press, 1970). 
65 Walker, Reading by Moonlight, 85. 
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course, narrative is not simply the details of  life as it is lived; narrative is a process of  

observing and ordering these details, watching and shaping, and then handing the 

shaped thing – the story, the memoir, the novel – on to others.66  

Walker quotes James Wood in her epigraph: “Can the shape of the healing possibly fit the size of 

the wound?”67 She leaves this question for her readers to answer, but Brennan’s’ answer is ‘yes’. 

Brennan posits:  

A well-wrought narrative operates as an agent of  healing for both the writing self  and 

the wider reading community. That healing comes about not just through the crafting 

of  the story but crucially through the sharing of  that story... [S]torytelling is a 

conversation in which the reader is invited to bear witness to the experiences of  

someone or something beyond the individual self. 68 

Walker highlighted her search for meaning in texts at the symposium: “Storytelling is the opposite 

of drowning.”69 The act of storytelling is metaphorised as a kind of epistemic grasping at self-

anchoring truth. In her bibliomemoir, Walker cites Karen Blixen in likening pearls to poet’s tales: 

“disease turned into loveliness, at the same time transparent and opaque…Not all stories form 

around disease, but most have a central irritant.”70 This notion that illness and suffering is the 

irritant in which the pearl of story is wrought reveals Walker’s motivation behind reading and 

writing. Storytelling is regenerative, producing epistemic substance paradoxically in the place of 

emptiness and pain. This evocation of inner substance recurs in Haruki Murakami’s image of the 

reader as an egg, “a unique, irreplaceable soul, enclosed in a fragile shell.”71 Walker extrapolates: 

‘In a serious illness, when the self seems to crack a little, we might reach for a novel to remind 

ourselves that even when we fear being broken we are still full…”72 Walker reads and writes 

because she wants to transmute her suffering into words, to find an epistemic home for the facts 

of suffering and illness. Shifting biological, social, psychological, and other boundaries of the soul 

in pain destabilise the self-as-narrative and drive Walker to find wholeness in the worlds of other 

                                                           
66 Walker, Reading by Moonlight, 168–9. 
67 Wood reviews Marilynne Robinson's "The Homecoming" in The New Yorker: "Behind all of Robinson’s work 
lies an abiding interest in the question of heavenly restoration. As she puts it in 'Housekeeping', there is a law of 
completion, requiring that everything 'must finally be made comprehensible...What are all these fragments for, if not 
to be knit up finally?' But will this restoration ever be enough? Can the shape of the healing possibly fit the size of 
the wound?" James Wood, "The Homecoming," in The Best American Magazine Writing 2009, ed. American Society of 
Magazine Editors (New York: Columbia University Press, 2009), 266.  
68 Brennan, "Alone and in Close Company," 73. 
69 Walker, "Narrative and Healing". 
70 Walker, Reading by Moonlight, 172; Karen Blixen [Isak Dinesen, pseud.]. Anecdotes of Destiny (London: University of 
Chicago Press, 1958), 12.  
71 Haruki Murakami, “The Novelist in Wartime,” February 23, 2009, accessed November 28, 2019, 
http://salemshalom.blogspot.com/2009/02/novelist-in-wartime.html. 
72 Walker, Reading by Moonlight, 122.  
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texts. Yet, this wholeness is short-lived, because no pre-existing narrative can fully contain the 

self’s effervescence in illness.  

Feminist philosopher Hélène Cixous marks an operation central in the composition of illness 

narratives: “locating the metaphor in the place of suffering.”73 In attempting to communicate out 

of the depths of pain, Walker uses metaphorical language to transubstantiate her experience. 

Somatic, relational, and psychological realities structure the logic of her self-articulations in a way 

that transfigures dominant metaphors of weaving that she has inherited or acquired.74  However, 

the metaphors also impinge upon the world of her experience. This ambivalent tension between 

surrender and appropriation sets up a dialectic, whereby the self-understanding is challenged and 

refigured by multiple texts.75 In other words, the (fictional) self is dialectically produced through 

narrative exchange with the Other – a process that requires language. Put succinctly by feminist 

biblical critic Elizabeth Fiorenza, a text “sets experience in motion and structures 

transformations.”76 

The reading and writing of narrative plays an ambivalent role in Walker’s healing process. Story is 

paradoxically a protection as well as a disruption. On the one hand, she describes story as a 

protection – a “sweet enclosure for the ego.”77 She pictures “a kind of fish that sleeps in a bubble, 

an envelope of shiny material that flows from its mouth like soft wet glass and surrounds it, to 

protect it from minor predators.” Nonetheless this “glossy envelope” fails to protect it from a reef 

shark.78 In this allegory of the self’s fracturing in illness, the shark symbolises the onset of illness. 

The protective envelope is the narrative world the writer weaves through both reading and writing. 

The self as primary character is omniscient and vital to the existence of this world. Narrative creates 

the illusion of certainty, but the onset of reality causes violence to the self-as-narrative. On the 

other hand, Walker marks an experience of reading as a disruption – “a temporary loosening of 

the ego…We dissolve, just a little, we’re pleasurably lost. Then, in a few hours, we close the book 

and we’re home again, and this is welcome, even if the home of the self is poisoned, sick with 

difficult drugs and strangely lit.”79 She seeks to control the means and sources of her own self-

articulations, prizing the autonomy that illness functions to defuse. Nonetheless, she is also 

                                                           
73 Heather Walton, "Re-visioning the Subject in Literature and Theology," in Self/Same/Other: Re-Visioning the Subject 
in Literature and Theology. Playing the Texts, vol. 5, ed. Heather Walton and Andrew Hass (London: A&C Black, 2000), 
11; for a description of Cixous’ theory of metaphor, see Catherine MacGillivray, "Introduction: The Political Is (and 
the) Poetical," in Hélène Cixous, Manna for the Mandelstams for the Mandelas, trans. Catherine MacGillivray (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1994), vii–ix. 
74 Walton, "Re-Visioning the Subject in Literature and Theology," 11–12. 
75 Ricoeur, Oneself as Another, 122–4. 
76 Elizabeth Fiorenza, Bread Not Stone: The Challenge of Feminist Biblical Interpretation (Boston: Beacon Press, 1995), xvii. 
77 Walker, Reading by Moonlight, 18. 
78 Walker, Reading by Moonlight, 17–18. 
79 Walker, Reading by Moonlight, 83.  
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paradoxically open to worlds she encounters through books, to other (imagined) visions that 

challenge and refigure her view of self, other, and world. Walker and her bibliomemoir readers are 

poised to find their own unique moments of emerging significance in this interchange of stories. 

 

Scriptural Reminiscence in the Theory and Practice of Bibliomemoir 

Augustine’s participatory ontology of Scripture reading in Confessions reflects, I argue, the 

mechanics of bibliomemoir in Reading by Moonlight and what Ricoeur defines as the impulse towards 

narrative-existential wholeness.  

Participatory Reading in Scriptural Reminiscence/Bibliomemoir 

In Confessions, Augustine enacts the “Christological pattern of humble reciprocation” to participate 

within the world of Scripture.80 He “reads his own life in the [biblical] figures [and] woos readers 

to see themselves in his self-analysis in the same scriptural mirror.”81 The readers of Confessions 

read through the eyes of Augustine, which is tantamount to reading through the eyes of Christ, 

who is the Everyman of life’s journey of faith.82 Historian Brian Stock articulates Augustine’s 

double-participatory approach as such:  

Christ and the apostles are interpreters of  the Old Testament even as they act; we [the 

readers] interpret their readings and actions as we read and act, and so forth. It is 

through the model as well as the meaning of  the stories that a community of  

readership overcomes the temporal distance that separates the two narratives in time.83  

In this way, scriptural reminiscence simulates the interaction of the faith community around 

Scripture as it is read, shared, and lived.84 

In Reading by Moonlight, Walker similarly combines insights from multiple texts to create an 

idiosyncratic knowledge of self, others, and world. The self is embedded in cultural contexts and 

borrows its shape from established models. But the self is also a creative agent that interweaves 

these cultural forms to produce an idiosyncratic interpretation of texts that is experientially, rather 

than ideologically, shaped. As Walker’s autobiographical ‘I’ enters momentarily into this or that 

                                                           
80 Cameron, Christ Meets Me Everywhere, 290. 
81 Cameron, "Augustine and Scripture," 213. 
82 Cameron, Christ Meets Me Everywhere, 292. 
83 Brian Stock, Augustine the Reader: Meditation, Self-Knowledge, and the Ethics of Interpretation (Cambridge: Belknap Press, 
1996), 165. 
84 For the historical constitution of Augustine’s theory of reading as a basis for his integrative notion of self, see 
Brian Stock, The Integrated Self: Augustine, The Bible, and Ancient Thought (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press), 2017. 
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discourse, this or that subject position, differences can be marked from within her own identity 

and between Walker’s and other identities. Walker’s self is re-constituted at the intersection of 

various texts and the bibliomemoir reader’s self inhabits a similar space, issuing in momentary 

tenuous nodes of intersubjectivity.  

In general terms, the bibliomemoir reader is invited to occupy the position of the bibliomemoirist 

in relation to the chosen texts. The bibliomemoirist as reader is both a “model and a medium” for 

the bibliomemoir reader to participate within the chosen texts as he or she did, so that the reader 

may become affectively drawn in and potentially transformed.85 When the reader participates in 

the story of the bibliomemoirist’s engagement with the texts, the ‘I’ of the reader and the ‘I’ of the 

bibliomemoirist intersect in the shared practice of reading. The ‘I’ of the bibliomemoirist mediates 

the encounter between reader and texts, thereby modelling to the reader his or her own existential-

ethical response to the texts. The bibliomemoirist exegetes his or her hermeneutical involvement 

in the texts, and the reader ideally enacts a meta-reading interactive and parallel with that of the 

bibliomemoirist, issuing in communality or dissonance. The reader has an additional frame-of-

reference with which to evaluate his or her own response to the texts. As such, the reader ideally 

participates in the creation of the reading community around the chosen texts as they are shared, 

read, and lived. Bibliomemoir as participation fosters the intersubjective construction of meaning 

by enabling the reader to negotiate his or her understanding of self, text, and world from this 

double-perspective. Bibliomemoir thus embodies a participatory framework that, in significant 

ways, re-enacts the participatory structure of Augustinian scriptural reminiscence. In both 

teleological and historical modes of bibliomemoir, interpretation of the bibliomemoir text is a 

participation in the world of the bibliomemoirist, in and through participation in the textual 

realities that the bibliomemoirist brings to life and communicates to the reader. Hence, 

bibliomemoir enacts a double-transformation for both bibliomemoirist and reader vis-à-vis his or 

her chosen texts.  

Impulse toward Narrative-Existential Wholeness in Scriptural Reminiscence/Bibliomemoir  

The subject of Augustine’s ‘bibliomemoir’ does paradigmatic work; and in narrating his experience 

of reading the Bible, the narrative is teleologically oriented toward the apotheosis of (self-)revelation. 

Augustine appropriates the goal of the biblical plotline as the ordering principle by which the 

inchoate stream of events that comprise his understanding of existence is organised into a narrative 

whole. In this ‘hero journey’ turned inwards, his visionary encounter with God is the decisive event 

                                                           
85 Cameron, Christ Meets Me Everywhere, 292. 
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that configures his inner narrative of emotional development and conflict.86 Augustine as reader is 

masculine, wholeness-infused, inward-looking, and continually oriented toward the revelation of 

an incarnate God to deepen his own self-examination, proceeding dialectically “upwards by 

revisions, [until he has] inwardly in view the essential source of knowledge, which is God.”87 This 

tension between concord and discord, as Ricoeur posits, governs the shaping of Augustine’s 

autobiographical narrative in Confessions.88 In so using the narrative to interpret his experience, and 

his experience to interpret the narrative, Augustine the reader becomes re-patterned away from 

despair and pride onto the pattern of hope and faith supplied in God’s incarnate Word.  

In Reading by Moonlight, the inevitable dissonance between composite representations of self and 

the world of Walker’s experience pushes her toward the incorporation of fresh images, ensuing in 

the constitution and reconstitution of the self-as-narrative. Ricoeur’s proposed dialectic comprises 

Walker’s search for wholeness in the midst of fragmentation, whereby self-understanding is 

challenged and refigured by multiple texts.89 Her reading of multiple texts destabilises the self and 

leads to a multiplicity of interpretation of self, other, and world. Walker’s writing is what Cixous 

refers to as a form of “women’s writing” or “feminine writing” that expresses the female self as 

open, embodied, destabilised, plural, autonomous, and oriented towards interconnectedness of 

others inasmuch as she uses these intersecting experiences to frame her reception of texts.90 Unlike 

Augustine, whose writing is an embodiment of an internal struggle, Walker externalises her pursuit 

of wholeness, remaining open to the claims of other worlds and voices in order to construct herself 

and her world afresh. 

For Augustine and Walker, reading is an act of existential and ethical re-patterning through the 

mediation of their chosen texts. Reading as an act of re-patterning creates “a reparative space for 

the world precisely within those textual wounds that enable semiotic problem-solving to occur 

within the reading community.”91 The bibliomemoirist explores existential questions such as ‘Who 

am I?’ and ‘How did I come to be?’ The self – confronted on the one hand with irreconcilable 

paradoxes of existence, and on the other with ambiguities of discourse – seeks a rapprochement 

of life and text, or a place in the world of meaning where the aporias of experience are accounted 

                                                           
86 For a framing of Augustine's Confessions as hero journey, see Jill Ker Conway, When Memory Speaks: Reflections on 
Autobiography (New York: Alfred and Knopf, 1998), 7–8. 
87 Stock, Augustine the Reader, 111. 
88 Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, vol. 1, 42.  
89 Ricoeur, Oneself as Another, 122–4. 
90 Hélène Cixous, "The Laugh of the Medusa." trans. Keith Cohen and Paula Cohen, Signs 1, no. 4 (1976): 875–93; 
for Cixous’ notion of feminine writing, see Verena Andermatt Conley, Hélène Cixous: Writing the Feminine (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press), 1984. 
91 C.C. Pecknold, "Augustine and World Religions," in Augustine and World Religions, ed. John Doody, Brian Brown, 
and Kim Paffenroth (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2008), 103. 
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for. Thus, bibliomemoir, like scriptural reminiscence, is reparative in function – embodying a 

movement toward narrative wholeness that constitutes the inner momentum of its narrative.  

 

Conclusion 

Three salient features of bibliomemoir have emerged from my analysis. Firstly, bibliomemoir 

conceives the chosen texts as characters and perspectives within the bibliomemoirist’s life story, 

rather than as mere objects of analysis. Secondly, bibliomemoir extends the range of existential 

and ethical possibility offered to the self through a holistic participation in fictional realities. The 

bibliomemoirist represents his or her experience of the texts to re-enact for the bibliomemoir 

readers the history of his or her transformation in and through reading of chosen texts. As the 

readers read through the bibliomemoirist’s eyes, they enact their own meta-readings parallel and 

interactive with the bibliomemoirist’s meta-reading. In this way, bibliomemoir ideally simulates the 

constitution and interaction of the reading community around chosen texts as they are read, 

shared, and lived. Thirdly, bibliomemoir has a reparative purpose; the bibliomemoirist deploys 

chosen texts to imbue his or her self-as-narrative with wholeness. This impulse toward wholeness 

is constantly, but differently, thwarted in both scriptural reminiscence and bibliomemoir. 

My reading of Augustine’s and Walker’s ‘bibliomemoirs’ shows that one’s ontology of reading is 

the foundational shaping element in bibliomemoir. Attentiveness to the state of one’s existence – 

the way in which it plays out in the structural and the thematic direction of the self-as-narrative 

and tonalities of reading – is key to perceptive bibliomemoiristic writing. One may practically frame 

this reading and writing approach in terms of the existential questions that the bibliomemoirist 

demands of himself or herself and intuits of his or her readers. 

The bibliomemoirist is motivated by a set of questions other than those relating to the intricacies 

of technique – questions relating to the ‘who’, ‘how’, ‘where’, and ‘why’ of existence, all having 

crucial bearing on the approach to bibliomemoir practice. The bibliomemoirist exercises a 

particular intuitive reading strategy. In the course of reading, the bibliomemoirist asks himself or 

herself questions that arise through engagement with the narrated experiences of characters in his 

or her chosen texts. The bibliomemoirist models an approach to the appropriation of the chosen 

texts which is ‘mirrored’ by his or her bibliomemoir readers, when they are led to ask similar 

questions for themselves. Thus ensues a process which I call ‘existential mirroring’. 

For example, in Confessions, Augustine and his readers ask such questions of Scripture: Who is 

Christ and how can I know Christ? What did Christ experience? What were his motivations, 

passions or desires and how do they ‘mirror’ mine? What is sin and why am I a sinner?  
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Bibliomemoiristic writing is more than craft or ‘technical enterprise’; it becomes an exercise in 

human empathy, involving an openness to the Other that ensues in a continual reconfiguring of 

the self-as-narrative. 

Further Avenues for Research  

This study uses the conceptual resources of scriptural reminiscence to illuminate the theory and 

practice of bibliomemoir. However, a deeper understanding of how this newly emergent subgenre 

operates is needed – for instance, the disciplinary instrumentation used, relationship to culture, 

mode of authorship, textual mechanisms at work, and effect on the bibliomemoir reader.  

Among the diversity of potential scholarly applications, bibliomemoir can present a practice-led 

approach to a theory of reading. Bibliomemoir is a useful concept to delineate the interaction of a 

particular community of actual readers around the reading of particular texts. Literary critic Stanley 

Fish claims that shared meaning in a text is a construction of a particular reading community on 

the basis of an inherited interpretive tradition.92 But as discussed earlier, Ricoeur claims that shared 

meaning has a narrative-ontological basis exemplified in the experience of embodied reading of 

the biblical archetypes. Is the shape of the interpretation determined by the culturally specific angle 

of approach, or by the truth incarnated in the narratives itself? Such questions can be treated 

through the study of concrete acts of interpretation, and bibliomemoir provides a compelling 

framework for such an analysis.  
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