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When you read a book, a nearly invisible narrator is guiding you through the text—helping 
you to focus on important things about the story.   
 
The narrator guides you to setting, moves you through action and time, and guides you to 
understand the psychology of the characters, goals, conflicts, and themes.  
 
Through the narrator, you learn what’s at stake—what the tensions and conflicts in the 
story are, even if they’re internal. The narrator translates and interprets an action by 
offering a reaction, a reflection, thoughts and feelings.  
 
The Guiding Narrator 

• Guides from scene to scene; chapter to chapter  
• Guides movement and Action  
• Moves through time--flashbacks and memory 
• Shows reactions and reflects about other characters, action, and situations 

 
 
Inner life and reflection are important in all creative nonfiction and memoir. A 
memoirists is showing how they are managing a challenge in life and how they understand 
themselves. The insights and growth we undergo are shared with readers.  
 
The Role of the Narrator 
The narrator has two roles in memoir: the writer-guide, who has a perspective on the 
whole story and tells the story in the “I” voice;  
 
The first-person point of view “I” character, who appears in scenes of the memoir located in 
a particular time and place.  
 
The narrator can generalize, summarize, and reflect.  
The character is embodying specific moments in time, seeing each moment through the 
lens of that particular moment.  
 
If your memoir features you as a nine-year-old during some scenes, then in those scenes 
the reader should experience the world through the eyes of the nine-year-old you.  
 
Use the idea of a camera lens. The narrator guides the camera to be zoomed in or zoomed 
out—close or distant. In the distant perspective, the narrator will summarize and bring 
together elements of the story—the past and the present, the thoughts and feelings of the 
narrator.  
In a close-up camera shot, you’ll see details, specific actions, and immediate reactions in-
scene. 
 



The narrator also manages time.  
When you provide a transition from the previous scene, the reader understands how much 
time has passed between scenes and the relationship between one scene and another.  
 
The reader tracks time in your memoir --memoirists are always moving through time and 
their reaction to memories and moments in time. Your narrator needs to show the reader 
how to enter each time frame, especially during flashbacks. 
 
Even if your memoir is structured more as a series of what you think of as stand-alone 
chapters, you still need to help the reader understand the relationship of one chapter to 
another. The narrator is the reader’s guide and translator of experience. 
 
In addition to keeping track of time, it is the narrator’s job to convey the mood of each 
moment. A narrator’s voice and tone create subtle cues for the reader; like the music that 
plays underneath scenes in a movie, they guide the reader to develop particular feelings 
about and expectations of the story. 

Characterization  

• Protagonist: you—how you create yourself as a character. The "I" character in scenes. 

What you want as the protagonist drives the story forward.   

• Creating characters out of real people. Create character trait lists; use photos  

• Character tags—body language. What emotion can the gesture show about the person?  

 "I can't, I just can't," she said as she ran her fingers through her hair. I paced back and 

forth, my boots scraping the floor.  

• Her fingers barely touched his as she bent toward him to get a light from the match. 

• Your relationship and feelings about the character will come through in your choice of 

language and detail.  

 

 

• Dialogue—direct and indirect 

• Direct dialogue: with quotes; Indirect--no quotes 

• Create the emotional tone of a conversation as you best remember it. Create several 

versions to see which fits best. 

• Correct direct dialogue form with character tag: "You have to go to the store right away," 

she said, tapping the stub of her cigarette against the tin can.  

 


