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Joshua Landy 

Don’t Feed the Liars! 

On Fraudulent Memoirs, and Why They’re Bad 

 

For me, this all began with a conversation about James Frey. You know James Frey: he’s the 

chap who went on Oprah with a memoir about his life as an alcoholic, then ended up having to 

go back on Oprah to get ripped into, well, a million little pieces for having made a bunch of it up. 

In thinking his book a calamitous thing to happen to the world of letters, I didn’t imagine I was 

being particularly original or controversial. But then I happened to use it as an offhand example 

of something in conversation, and all of a sudden I found myself meeting with resistance. 

“What’s wrong with A Million Little Pieces?” I was asked. “So what if it’s made up? All 

memoirs are made up! If readers get something out of it, what’s the problem?”1 

Since then I’ve been curious about what exactly the problem is. Because surely there is one. 

What I want to do here is to make some suggestions about what it could be, why people like my 

interlocutor don’t seem to acknowledge it, and how the world would be a better place if they did. 

We’ll see that it isn’t, in reality, obligatory to make everything up; that memory isn’t completely 

unreliable; that we’re not entirely at its mercy anyway; and that while interpretation and 

sequencing may change the significance of events, they don’t change the events themselves. 

We’ll see that there are practical, ethical, and aesthetic advantages to not being, and not 

rewarding, barefaced liars. We’ll see that the world needs memoirs, just as it needs works of 

fiction. We’ll see that fictions can do things memoirs can’t do, but that memoirs can also do 

things fictions—even autobiographical fictions—can’t do. And we’ll see that the memoir genre 

could not survive if we took it to be, like fiction, a matter of pure invention. Trust me, I’m not 
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making this up. 

 

I 

Let’s start by admitting that James Frey didn’t act quite as egregiously as some. Five years 

after Frey’s memoir came out, a guy named Herman Rosenblat wrote one of his own—Angel at 

the Fence—detailing the extraordinary circumstances under which he met his wife, Roma. 

Herman, you see, was a young Jewish child trapped in Buchenwald, and Roma was a young 

German child who used to throw him apples through the fence, in a highly risky act of 

generosity. After the war they found each other again, got married, and lived happily ever after. 

Oprah called this the “greatest love story” she’d ever heard. It got turned into a children’s book. 

It almost got turned into a major motion picture.2 Then it came out that the whole apple thing 

was baloney; the movie got shelved, the children’s book got pulled, the memoir got canceled, 

and poor Oprah had to recant again, just as she did with Frey. 

There had already been two cases like this back in the 1990s, Binjamin Wilkormiski’s 

Fragments (1995) and Misha Defonseca’s Survivre avec les loups (1997).3 Binjamin 

Wilkormiski, Holocaust survivor, turned out to be Bruno Grosjean, regular Swiss guy. Misha 

Defonseca turned out, surprise surprise, not to have been sheltered by packs of wolves, killed a 

German soldier, or wandered into the Warsaw Ghetto and then escaped. Like Grosjean, she was 

an average non-Jewish kid, and she was in Brussels minding her own business for the entire 

war.4 

Similar license was taken by one Margaret B. Jones, who, in the same year as Herman 

Rosenblat’s rise to notoriety, wrote a memoir (Love and Consequences, 2008) about her rough 

start in life as a half–Native American child living in South Central Los Angeles. It talked about 
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her joining the Bloods, running drugs for them, carrying a gun, and all kinds of other exciting 

things. In reality, Margaret B. Jones—sorry, Margaret Seltzer—turned out to be a fairly ordinary 

middle-class white woman, who just happened to know some gang members through her charity 

work.5 

And then there was Norma Khouri. In 1990, Khouri was running a hair salon with her friend 

Dalia in Amman, Jordan, when Dalia fell in love with a Christian client and, in response, Dalia’s 

father stabbed her to death. Khouri was more fortunate: the Christian client smuggled her out of 

the country, at which point she turned her story into the best-selling memoir Forbidden Love 

(2003). Except, of course, that none of the above actually happened. Having been brought to 

Chicago at the age of three, Khouri spent her formative years in the States; she lived there until 

she was thirty-one, at which point she moved to Australia with her husband and their two 

children. There was no extended life in Jordan, no salon, no Dalia, no dramatic rescue.6 

None of these books is a “hoax”: a hoax is the kind of prank you play when you’re planning 

sooner or later to reveal the truth, either to make a fool of someone or to prove a point.7 Bernie 

Madoff wasn’t hoaxing his customers. Donald Rumsfeld wasn’t hoaxing us when he said he 

knew exactly where the weapons of mass destruction were. No, Forbidden Love and company 

are either delusions or lies. An error is when you say something you think is true but that turns 

out not to be; a fiction is when you invent a story and tell it as made up, not wanting your 

listeners to be misled by it; but when you say something you know is false, hoping someone else 

will believe it, that’s a lie.8 

And when it comes to lies like these, there’s a moral reason—or, if you like, an additional 

moral reason—for looking askance at the perpetrators: you don’t exploit the suffering of millions 

of Jews, the death of Muslim women, or the dire situation of Native Americans in order to get 
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famous and make yourself a buck.9 At least in cases like these, the truth really does seem to 

matter. 

 

II 

 But what about cases that don’t involve the suffering of millions—like that of multiple Tour 

de France winner Lance Armstrong, who somehow neglected to acknowledge taking 

performance-enhancing drugs in his memoirs Every Second Counts (2003) and It’s Not about the 

Bike (2000)?10 (I guess, to be fair, there’s a grain of truth there: it really wasn’t about the bike.) 

What about Vivian Gornick, whose memoir about her mother, called “unflinchingly honest” by 

the New York Times, reportedly turned out to include invented conversations with, of all people, 

her mother?11 What, again, about James Frey? Armstrong, Gornick, and Frey weren’t exploiting 

historical acts of injustice or conditions of oppression. Were they guilty of anything more serious 

than embellishing a story, something all of us do every day? 

It seems to me that my shoulder-shrugging interlocutors must believe something like that. Or 

rather, they must believe one of two things: either that fiction is just as good as fact, or that fact 

is just as bad as fiction. Maybe all memoirs are made up, so that there’s no meaningful difference 

between Angel at the Fence and the Diary of Anne Frank; or maybe they’re not, but fictions are 

just as helpful, since, in the misleading words of Aristotle, “poetry is truer than history,”12 and 

we can learn Deep Truths from stuff that’s invented from whole cloth. 

There’s no shortage of people willing to say that all memoirs are (and should be!) made up. 

Burton Pike, a Robert Musil scholar, wrote that “all autobiography is fiction.”13 Alice Kessler-

Harris, author of a Lillian Hellman memoir, said in defense of her honesty-challenged subject 

that “memoir is the art of lying.”14 Novelist Tom Spanbauer told an interviewer that “as soon as 
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you open your mouth, you start lying.”15 (Was he lying when he said that? Let’s hope so.) Lee 

Gutkind, who’s been called “the Godfather behind creative nonfiction,” informed students at a 

workshop that “truth is in the eyes of the beholder.”16 “I embellish stories all the time. I do it 

even when I’m supposedly telling the unvarnished truth,” echoed Gornick. “I lie. . . . I don’t owe 

anybody the actuality.”17 Mike Daisey—about whom more in a bit—clearly decided that the way 

to atone for his inventions was, I kid you not, to make a podcast series called All Stories Are 

Fiction. And David Shields, who for some reason became famous after writing Reality Hunger: 

A Manifesto, declared himself “disappointed not that Frey is a liar but that he isn’t a better one. 

He should have said, Everyone who writes about himself is a liar.”18 Some pretty bracing 

defenses of integrity right there. 

Now if you wanted to convince people that all memoirs are entirely made up, you could try a 

number of different gambits. First, you could appeal to the notorious unreliability of memory, as 

demonstrated by a host of psychological experiments by Elizabeth Loftus and others. That 

presumably is what Shields means when he says that “anything processed by memory is fiction” 

and that “the moment you start to remember and compose, you are in the realm of the 

imagination,” a fact he considers good enough reason—bless him—to reject the entire distinction 

between fiction and nonfiction.19 

Episodic memory is indeed imperfect; we do indeed get it wrong about many individual 

details when we try to recall past experiences. That said, our memory for the broad contours of 

our lives, for general patterns of behavior, and for repeated events, is highly reliable.20 This too 

has been shown by a number of studies.21 Even when it comes to specific details, we don’t invent 

everything; as Michael Ross and Michael Conway put it, reconstructions constitute “relatively 

minor editorial revisions” and “are limited to a fraction of the autobiography.”22 What is more, 
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there is—believe it or not—such a thing as fact-checking. One of my favorite memoirs, Georges 

Perec’s W, intersperses recollections with periodic corrections, Perec having taken the very 

sensible step of going around and asking other people what they remembered, to see if he was off 

base.23 We have friends, we have family, we have diaries, we have public records; we are not 

completely at the mercy of our own selective memories. (James Frey could have consulted his 

arrest records. You and I can look at our texts and emails.) The account we end up with may not 

be entirely flawless, but we can do better or worse, and it’s often within our power to do better. 

So there’s no need to throw up our hands and say all memoirs, and memories, are 100 percent 

bogus; and we certainly shouldn’t deliberately lie. 

If you still wanted to say that all memoirs are fictions, you could invoke the familiar fact that 

we often get things wrong about ourselves, or the equally familiar fact that people like to 

embellish their stories. But we don’t always get it wrong about ourselves, and we don’t usually 

get it totally wrong about ourselves: that’s why there’s a difference between Herman Rosenblat 

and Anne Frank. And embellishment is different from straight-up fabrication. Maybe it’s 

embellishment if you were attacked by two muggers and you say there were three. But when 

James Frey says he was “in jail a bunch of times,” and the reality is that he was in jail zero times, 

that’s not embellishment. When Frey says he was “wanted in three states,” and the reality is that 

he was wanted in, you guessed it, zero states, that’s not embellishment either. And when Frey 

says he resisted arrest and got beaten with billy clubs, while the reality is that he was “polite and 

cooperative at all times,” he’s taking the mickey. We don’t necessarily mind a bit of 

embellishment, but we do expect the core of each major event to be something that actually 

happened. 

There’s one last recourse, it seems to me, for the die-hard “all memoir is fiction” type, and 
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that is to note, as Jerome Bruner does, that stories are always told from a particular point of 

view.24 Stories organize events into shapes, and those shapes are contestable; some would even 

say that the mere act of shaping means that every narrative is a distortion, since events don’t 

already come with a shape attached.25 There’s a grain of truth in all that, of course, but again, the 

perspectival nature of narration is no excuse for fudging the facts. If you resist arrest and get 

beaten with billy clubs, you are then at liberty to interpret that experience in a number of 

different ways: you could explain it as a result of your character, of institutional corruption, of 

bad parenting, of local circumstances, or of fate; you could read it as turning point in your life, 

an indication of your hidden desires, an indictment of society, or a sign from God. But if you 

didn’t resist arrest and didn’t get beaten with billy clubs, no amount of perspectival interpretation 

can make it seem like you did. Would it really be enough to say “having tea with Grandma felt 

like being beaten with billy clubs”? I rather doubt it.  

Here as elsewhere, the fact-interpretation distinction is our friend. It allows us to see that 

while the overall shape of a narrative gives additional significance to events, and while it shines 

a spotlight on some events rather than on others, it doesn’t miraculously produce incidents out of 

thin air. The fact-interpretation distinction thus prevents us conflating the diary of Anne Frank 

with Angel at the Fence. It’s entirely legitimate to disagree with Anne Frank’s interpretations of 

her experiences—as, for example, when she infers from them that “people are really good at 

heart” and that “the final forming of a person’s character lies in their own hands”26—but only a 

fool or a poststructuralist would think this casts doubt on what she says about the situation of 

Jews in Nazi-occupied Holland. Herman Rosenblat made up the core of his story; Anne Frank 

did not. 

As I see it, then, embellishment, unreliable memory, and perspective are not enough to 
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warrant the claim that all memoir is fiction. Or, as literature professors used to like saying, that 

“the boundary is blurred.” Why did blurred boundaries seem like such an unconditionally great 

thing? I get it that some boundaries are invidious and in urgent need of blurring, like the 

boundary between the mega-rich and the rest of us. But back in the day, the blurring of pretty 

much any boundary was treated as cause for dancing in the streets. Why? Maybe they couldn’t 

predict that the Snuggie Corporation would one day blur the boundary between a dress and a 

blanket, but didn’t they know that pesticide companies were busy blurring the boundary between 

science and nature? Or that Hitler had blurred the boundary between Germany and Poland? 

 

III 

But I digress, and I’m also confirming Godwin’s Law. My point is that a James Frey defender 

isn’t entitled to say that all memoirs are fictions. Story form doesn’t turn a fantasy into a fact; 

memory doesn’t get everything wrong; most people aren’t self-deceived about the entirety of 

their lives; and we often have the opportunity to fact-check ourselves, whether by consulting 

public records, by reading our own correspondence, or by talking to friends and family members. 

The fact that it’s possible to write a Diary of Anne Frank shows that it isn’t necessary to write A 

Million Little Pieces. 

At this point I imagine Frey fans turning to the other line of defense. OK, they might say, 

memoirs don’t have to be full of lies—but it doesn’t make any difference when they are. A 

made-up memoir can do everything a truthful one can. So what’s the problem? Just slap the label 

“fiction” on A Million Little Pieces, send it back out into the world, and watch it work its healing 

magic on a host of grateful readers. 

This line of attack might seem to get some support from the fact that works of prose can 
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navigate between genres. Alphonse de Lamartine published the same narrative twice, the first 

time in his memoirs, the second time as a novel. Conversely, the Mémoires du sieur de Pontis 

(1678) were originally thought to be fictional, but turned out to be the memoir of an actual 

seventeenth-century nobleman.27  There don’t have to be any intrinsic features that mark off a 

fictional autobiography from the memoir of an existing human being.28 Why not think, then, that 

the former is just as good at doing whatever the latter can, and so it doesn’t matter at all when 

memoirists lie their rear ends off? 

That’s a nice try; but in reality, novels only have the same effect on us as memoirs if we read 

them as memoirs. David Hume was already on to this in the eighteenth century. He imagined two 

people reading the same book, one taking it for a true story and the other taking it for a work of 

fiction; “they plainly receive the same ideas,” he wrote, “and in the same order,” but the author’s 

“testimony has not the same influence on them.”29 He even tried the experiment himself, sending 

a correspondent some Plutarch to read and telling her it was a novel. She enjoyed it 

tremendously until she realized it was nonfiction, at which point she abandoned it in disgust. 

(The joke’s on both of them, of course, since Plutarch was a bit of a confabulator.) 

In recent years psychologists have tested this hypothesis systematically, and have come up 

with similar results. Deborah Hendersen and Herb Clark ran a study in which subjects heard a 

story and were simply asked to tell it back to the experimenter. Those who were told the story 

was a fiction recalled up to 50 percent more details, and repeated back significantly more 

phrases, than those who were told it was factual.30 Another study, designed by Rolf Zwaan, 

indicated the same increased attention to detail, as well as a compensating effect on the other 

side: while subjects who read a given narrative as a work of fiction did a much better job of 

attending to specifics, subjects who read the same narrative as a news story did a much better job 
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of tracking the causal sequence.31 And fMRI research has shown significant differences in 

activation in the two conditions.32 What you take a text to be determines what you do with it.33 

So while Robinson Crusoe contains the same sequence of words when read as fact and when 

read as fiction, it’s not really the same work, since it doesn’t produce the same experience. 

(Following Arthur Danto, we could think of these two works as “indiscernibles.”34) It doesn’t 

make much sense for someone who knows Robinson Crusoe is fiction to select it as a manual for 

survival on a desert island. And it doesn’t make much sense, conversely, for someone who thinks 

it’s factual to wonder what Daniel Defoe was up to in inventing the character Friday, a figure 

who did not feature in the source material. (Poor Alexander Selkirk never met anyone on his 

island.) 

Generally we’re encouraged to read a text one way or the other, thanks to its stylistic 

features,35 its paratextual indications, or its author going around insisting “the only things I 

changed were aspects of people that might reveal their identity. Otherwise, it’s all true,” and 

threatening doubters with lawsuits.36 (Yes, that was Frey again. It keeps getting better, doesn’t 

it?) As a result, we read novels and memoirs for different things, attending to different features, 

performing different mental operations, and retaining different information.37 Reading A Million 

Little Pieces as a novel—as something we know to be invented—won’t produce the effects Frey 

wants. Fictions can’t do everything. 

 

IV 

Of course, fictional and nonfictional narratives have much in common. Both can make us 

laugh; both can make us cry; both can make us think. Both can raise important questions that 

they invite us to reflect on; both can model the different shapes that human lives take; both can 
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get us to care, in a certain sense, about the characters within them. Still, for the vast majority of 

stories—including the ones I’ve been discussing here—there are some very important 

differences, differences in how things land and what can be accomplished. 

Imagine a friend telling you that the president just got kidnapped by terrorists. This is big 

news! (Good news or bad news? I’ll let you keep that to yourself.) Now imagine your friend says 

“sorry, I meant the president in the TV show I watch just got kidnapped by terrorists.” My guess 

is you’re not nearly as interested. Fictional presidents get kidnapped all the time. Real-world 

narrative information, by contrast, gets bonus points for being real. There’s a particular kind of 

surprise only actuality can deliver, the surprise of truth being stranger than fiction.38 As a novel, 

James Frey’s book didn’t have this, and so it couldn’t sell. 

As a paradoxical corollary, one and the same event might be a highlight if part of a (genuine) 

memoir but, if part of a novel, an aesthetic flaw. Think of all those moments in fictions that felt 

contrived to you, too good (or too bad) to be true, preposterous, credulity-snapping. Now 

imagine that they actually happened to someone. Wouldn’t they make for amazing episodes in a 

memoir?39 (I once watched a film called It’s All Gone Pete Tong, about a DJ who managed to 

continue spinning records after going completely deaf. The trailer had called it “based on a true 

story,” and I was enthralled. You mean it’s possible to run a whole show just on rhythm and 

memory, like a Beethoven with turntables? Once it became clear that the film was pure fiction, it 

lost all interest for me. No, it wasn’t possible; it was just a very silly plot device.) 

The same holds for certain forms of humor. The fact that some prisoners once laboriously 

tunneled their way out of jail only to emerge into a courtroom—that’s hilarious.40 But mostly 

because it actually happened. (I could see it being mildly amusing in a Keystone Cops movie, but 

the truth gets bonus comedy points just for being real.) Conversely, if you were to read a story 
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involving an Englishman drinking Earl Grey tea on the beach while reading Jane Austen and 

wearing a sweater, you might think the author was stereotyping the poor Brits. But if what you 

were reading turned out to be a diary entry written by someone who’d spent a summer with me, 

neither of us could really complain. A novel is something its author created; like the god of her 

little world, she has virtually unlimited power over it. But with great power, as Jean-Paul Sartre 

and Stan Lee agree, comes great responsibility.41 Frey wanted all the freedom with none of the 

accountability. Sartre would have called that bad faith. Spiderman might have called it cheating. 

That freedom, of course, is a great asset to writers of fiction. One thing they can do is make 

sure that things hang together perfectly and produce whatever closure (or non-closure) they 

want.42 Out in the real world, some stories end neatly, but others don’t, and honest memoirists 

are forced to leave things the way they found them. (It’s significant, I think, that Truman Capote 

added an imaginary ending to In Cold Blood, a book he nonetheless chose to call “immaculately 

factual.”43) Literary nonfiction can do many of the things that fiction can, but it can’t do all of 

them, just as fiction can’t do all of the things memoirs can. Different horses, as my fellow Brits 

say, for different courses. 

Another advantage fiction writers have is that they can squeeze symbolic value out of things 

like names. Imagine if you were to read a first-person novel featuring a narrator called Benedict 

Cumberbatch. Wouldn’t you wonder to yourself what’s behind the choice of name? Why 

“Benedict Cumberbatch”? Did the author want us to think of religion and high society 

(benediction, cummerbund)? Or of speaking (-dict) and baking (-batch)? Is this supposed to be a 

joke character? Are we being reminded that the book is a work of fiction? Of course, nothing of 

the sort would occur to you if you were reading a memoir by the actual Benedict Cumberbatch. 

In that case, to the question “why Benedict Cumberbatch?”, the only answer would be “because 
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that’s his name.” Any number of things are like that in a life: our height, our birthplace, our 

nationality, our shoe size… We can make them meaningful if we want, but they don’t come with 

meaning built into them, because we didn’t create them. 

So fictions and memoirs are different in all kinds of important ways. They offer different 

advantages to their writers and different experiences to us, their readers. A lying memoir does 

not automatically become a good work of fiction, and even a good work of fiction lacks the 

shock of the real. Fiction does many things considerably better—but some things considerably 

worse. There’s no substitute for a true story honestly told. 

 

V 

That brings me to the crucial issue, which is that it’s not rational, in most cases, to export 

beliefs from works of fiction and adopt them as your own. That approach to reading is going to 

turn you into Don Quixote or Madame Bovary. Indeed, it’s going to turn you into a very 

confused Don Quixote or Madame Bovary, since fictions don’t typically offer evidence for the 

worldviews underlying them,44 and accordingly the so-called “lessons” you extract will conflict 

wildly with one another. One day you’ll read Crime and Punishment and “learn” that crime 

doesn’t pay; the next day you’ll see Crimes and Misdemeanors and “learn” that you can murder 

whomever you want and feel just fine about it. This is no way to form your core beliefs, those 

that drive your behavior on a daily basis. 

Exporting beliefs from well-vetted works of nonfiction, by contrast, is highly rational.45 

Existence, as philosophers say, is proof of possibility: if I find out that a campaign of civil 

disobedience met with success, that’s evidence that civil disobedience sometimes works. If I find 

out that a rehab clinic is a hellhole, that’s evidence that rehab clinics are sometimes hellholes.  
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And that’s the real problem with A Million Little Pieces.46 It presents Hazelden, the treatment 

facility Frey attended, as a kind of Dantesque horrorscape. Patients are left lying on a floor 

overnight! Patients beat each other up! Patients with broken noses have to get them reset on site! 

If you’re lucky, a counselor will drive you to a crack house! This is not innocuous 

embellishment; this is the kind of thing that is likely, if taken as true, to deter people from 

seeking help. (No wonder some Hazelden doctors came forward in 2006 to deny the 

allegations.47) 

Part of Frey’s purpose in writing the book—apart, of course, from any fame and fortune he 

might accrue—was to encourage addicts to forgo treatment and overcome alcoholism through 

sheer force of will. Rather than attending meetings, they were simply supposed, in his rather 

vacuous catchphrase, to “hold on.” Frey was explicit about the exemplary force of his story, 

telling one addict “if I can do it, you can do it.” But who knows if he really “did it”? For all we 

know, he may have started off less addicted than he makes out, and/or may have had more help 

than he makes out. And it’s almost certainly true that Hazelden was less gruesome—perhaps far 

less gruesome—than he makes out. These are dangerous fabrications, not harmless 

embellishments. 

Novelist Stephen King explained the problem more eloquently than I can: “The cruelly 

ignorant assumption that addicts bring it on themselves (and thus can take care of the problem 

themselves) only exacerbates the problem,” he wrote. “No addict struggling to get clean before 

the spike or pipe can do him in deserves to be told, ‘Just pull yourself together and clean up your 

act like James Frey did.’ Because, dig: James Frey isn’t the way you sober up.”48 

Stories like James Frey’s constitute real-world evidence if genuine, but not if invented. It’s 

precisely for this reason, I suspect, that Frey couldn’t get his book published as a novel, which is 
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what he tried to do the first seventeen times he sent it out. It’s also why he managed to get it 

accepted for publication as soon as he updated its status to nonfiction.49 And it’s why he 

continued to lie about his lies, swearing up and down that the whole thing was true: he knew 

perfectly well that its veracity mattered, even though, once exposed, he went on to claim it 

didn’t. 

I’m not saying, of course, that all other memoirs are scrupulously accurate, and that this is 

why it’s rational to trust many of their factual claims. The generic distinction between fiction and 

nonfiction isn’t enough on its own to guarantee that kind of rationality. But fortunately we also 

have institutional structures that police accuracy: libel laws, slander laws, book reviews, and of 

course venues for public shaming such as the Oprah Winfrey Show.50 Memoirists can embellish, 

but they can’t always get away with making important things up; and we can rely on this, by and 

large, to guide our reading practices. 

 

VI 

When you put it all together, it’s easy to understand why some have seen A Million Little 

Pieces as a case of fraud.51 James Frey made money on a book purporting to offer something it 

didn’t: an insight into what the life of an addict is like, what treatment centers are like, and how 

recovery is possible. Some of the shoulder-shruggers seem to assume that all readers are, like 

them, distrustful of every last thing that falls into their hands, but since many readers declared 

themselves encouraged by Frey’s example, this is clearly not the case. Furthermore, it’s not clear 

that we’d want it to be the case. Who would be happy to live in a world where lies are routinely 

passed off as truths? Who would still read memoirs? What would be the point?52 

Think of any memoir that has profoundly inspired you or someone you know, offering insight 
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into a situation or world they hadn’t entered before, helping them to feel what it’s like to be a 

certain kind of person or in a certain kind of experience, or motivating them to raise their game, 

fight the good fight, or be kinder. Maybe it’s a Holocaust memoir, like Primo Levi’s Survival in 

Auschwitz. Maybe it’s a memoir of the Rwandan genocide, like Scholastique Mukasonga’s 

Cockroaches. Maybe it’s a memoir of race in America, like Up from Slavery by Booker T. 

Washington, Between the World and Me by Ta-Nehisi Coates, Dreams from My Father by 

Barack Obama, or Cuz by Danielle Allen. Maybe it’s a memoir of grief and recovery, like Joan 

Didion’s The Year of Magical Thinking or Helen Macdonald’s H Is for Hawk. Maybe it’s about 

coming out, like Jeanette Winterson’s Why Be Happy When You Could Be Normal? Or maybe 

it’s about growing up neuro-atypical, like Thinking in Pictures by Temple Grandin. Now 

imagine a world where readers, chastened by their experiences with James Frey and Lance 

Armstrong, and marooned by the indifference of the publishing establishment, no longer believe 

a single word in any memoir. Would the book you love even be written in such a world? If it 

were, would it have any impact?53 In a world without truth, what exactly would you speak to 

power?54 

I sometimes think my shoulder-shrugging interlocutor wants us to live in a world like that: 

one where there’s no oversight whatsoever, and where all works of nonfiction are an 

indistinguishable slurry of truths, half-truths, and outright lies. The onus would then be on 

readers to figure out what in there is reliable and what is not. But how exactly would they do 

that, if every other reference work were similarly contaminated? The result would be a 

globalized climate of distrust, which is just as unhealthy as a globalized climate of unthinking 

belief.55 If we’re unlucky, this climate may end up being the long-term legacy of James Frey and 

his ilk. 
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We already saw a glimpse of the damage, I think, in the case of Mike Daisey, whose one-man 

performance about conditions in Apple factories in China was excerpted on This American Life, 

a weekly radio program, in 2012. Daisey’s central claims were true—some workers really were 

exposed to n-hexane gas, for example—but many of the details were invented.56 This American 

Life then had to retract publicly, at which point damage was done not just to Daisey’s reputation 

but to his cause,57 and arguably—who knows?—to investigative journalism generally. (Books 

like Angel at the Fence have already been gleefully seized upon by Holocaust deniers.58) 

Fabrications discredit your position, offering ammunition to the enemy. 

Again: if it really were true that fictions are just as effective as nonfictions in transmitting 

facts about the world, why would Frey and Daisey have felt compelled to conceal their 

inventions? Why would Daisey have declared, on each playbill, “this is a work of nonfiction”?59 

Why would it have been so hard for Frey to get his book published as a novel? 

Don’t get me wrong: there’s plenty of room for fiction based on a writer’s real-life 

experiences, including fiction so close to memoir it can be hard, at times, to see the daylight. 

(Karl Ove Knausgaard’s My Struggle is a great example of that.) What there isn’t room for is a 

work of fabrication deceptively sold as the truth. If it’s true that the world is better off for the 

existence of novels and memoirs, and if we want to continue having both, then we need to 

prevent the two types of writing from collapsing into each other. Cases like Knausgaard’s don’t 

seriously threaten the distinction, but cases like Frey’s do. It’s imperative to make sure things 

labeled “memoir” are not just a pack of lies. 

 

VII 

If what I’ve said is true for mendacious memoirists, it’s surely even more true for deceptive 
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documentarians. Over an acclaimed career spanning five decades, Werner Herzog has made 

large numbers of films he’s called “documentaries,” many of which, it turns out, contain 

deliberate fabrications. Astonishingly, Herzog is positively proud of this. “I have, with every one 

of my films, attempted to move beyond facts,” he says. He has a word for documentary makers 

who insist on getting the facts right: “morons.” (I’m not exaggerating.60) 

One of Herzog’s films, Gesualdo: Death for Five Voices, is about a sixteenth-century 

composer named Carlo Gesualdo. In it we see the director of the Venosa museum talking about 

an item in his collection, a clay disc covered in mysterious runes. He reads aloud a letter from 

Gesualdo to an alchemist, asking for help deciphering it; Gesualdo, he says, “spent sleepless 

nights trying to unravel the secret of these strange symbols.” But that’s not what’s in the letter, 

and the man who’s holding it is not even the real museum director—Herzog just got some law 

professor from Milan to pose as him. Why? “The scene,” explains Herzog, “reflects the fact that 

Gesualdo became demented in the final years of his life. He single-handedly chopped down the 

entire forest around the castle because he was convinced it was closing in on him” (WH, p. 314). 

Another Herzog “documentary,” Little Dieter Needs to Fly, tells the story of Dieter Dengler, a 

pilot who escaped from a POW camp in Vietnam. Herzog found Dengler’s house full of pictures 

of open doors, perhaps representing his joy at being free. “I told him we had to . . . make this 

truth visible,” Herzog reports (p. 320). So how did they do that? By staging Dengler repeatedly 

opening and closing a car door, something he’d never done and wasn’t particularly excited to do. 

These aren’t by any means the only cases. Herzog admits making stuff up in Lessons of 

Darkness (“mountain ranges” that are really just heaps of dust filmed at a short distance; “this 

isn’t a lie, just an intensified form of truth”), Bells from the Deep (local drunkards hired to play 

pilgrims; “through invention, fabrication and staging you can reach a more intense level of 



 

 

© Joshua Landy, 2021 19 

truth”), Echoes from a Sombre Empire, Invincible, Land of Silence and Darkness, The White 

Diamond, Wings of Hope, and Encounters at the End of the World (WH, pp. 293, 301, 289–90, 

289, 291, 325, 301–20). Cave of Forgotten Dreams, meanwhile, includes “mutant crocodiles” 

that are neither crocodiles nor mutated.61 

What Herzog claims, amazingly, is that he does all this lying in service of the truth. No, not 

the pathetic, paltry “truth” of facts and reality—that’s just the “accountant’s truth”!—but the 

“ecstatic truth” of life, which, conveniently perhaps, is hard to describe. (“We can never know 

what truth really is,” says Herzog; “truth can never be definitively captured or described . . . the 

important truths remain unknown.”) According to Herzog, facts do not “have any value,” 

because there is no way to reach any deeper truth on their basis: “The truth in cinema can be 

discovered only by not being bureaucratically, politically and mathematically correct” (WH, pp. 

288, 287–88, 288–89, 288). 

But the fake mountain ranges in Lessons of Darkness don’t reveal any deeper truth; they just 

save on production costs. Nor does the letter in Death for Five Voices, or the car in Little Dieter. 

If Herzog wanted to show that Gesualdo went mad, why not mention that he chopped down a 

whole forest? If Herzog wanted to show that Dieter liked open doors, why not show the pictures 

in his house? Why on earth could he not get the same “truth” out of the actual facts? 

It’s clear that a lot of people find this trickery innocuous, or even fun. Maybe they assume that 

everyone is in on the game. (Trust me, they aren’t.) But others worry—I think reasonably—that 

if enough documentaries are known to be full of lies, people will no longer believe any of them, 

at which point we’ll only have one type of film: fiction. In the words of Nina Gilden Seavey, 

founder of the Documentary Center at George Washington University, that will be “a nail in the 

coffin of the [documentary] form.”62 And we desperately need to have places to get our reliable 



 

 

© Joshua Landy, 2021 20 

real-world data; otherwise everything is fake news. 

About Bells from the Deep, Death for Five Voices, and Little Dieter Needs to Fly, Herzog 

once admitted “it would be misleading to call those three films documentaries” (WH, p. 286). 

“My documentaries,” he added, “are often fictions in disguise” (p. 289). But if so, why call them 

documentaries? Why not label them honestly? Why not include an indication within them that 

marks the difference between reality and invention? Why be part of the problem? 

In a truly stunning twist, Herzog declared himself irritated with young viewers who didn’t 

believe the footage in Grizzly Man was real. It’s entirely their fault, said Herzog: “By insisting 

that this kind of imagery must be the result of digital trickery, they reveal themselves to be 

disconnected from the real world” (WH, p. 328). Oh, and “a new kind of cinema is needed that 

can help us . . . once again trust our eyes” (p. 327). That’s right: the cinema that will do this is his 

own indistinguishable jumble of truth and lies, not the works of “morons” like Errol Morris or 

Frederick Wiseman who foolishly think that facts matter. The very idea! 

Don’t get me wrong: there’s plenty of room in a healthy society for statements that aren’t true. 

There’s fiction; there’s standup comedy; there’s banter; there are tall tales of fishing and 

courtship; there are harmless social fibs. But society as a whole benefits from the existence of 

venues in which we can all count on a good-faith effort at truth-telling. We need to be able to 

trust that our newspapers are not deliberately lying to us. We need to be able to trust that our 

scientists are not deliberately lying to us. And we need to be able to trust that our documentaries 

are not deliberately lying to us, even for the sake of some ostensible “ecstatic truth.” 

 

VIII 

This essay isn’t a made-up story, and it offers some evidence for the claims it makes, so 
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maybe it’s rational to draw a few conclusions from it. The first is that lying in your memoir isn’t 

a great look, and it’s also not great for society. Novels are indispensable things, but so are 

memoirs: there’s no substitute for an interesting true story honestly told. There’s a practical 

advantage to writing and reading honest memoirs; there’s an ethical advantage; and there’s an 

aesthetic advantage. Ethically, true memoirs don’t exploit or defraud, and they don’t contribute 

to a growing climate of distrust in facts. Aesthetically, true memoirs deliver the thrilling shock of 

the real. And practically, true memoirs help us to make decisions on the basis of what’s actually 

going on. 

So my moral for academics would be: let’s keep our standards high. Let’s not fall for the 

argument that all writing is fiction, that all memories are false, that all boundaries are blurred. 

For readers, the moral is: don’t feed the liars. Don’t give them your money and don’t give them 

your time. Insist on honesty. Be offended at being lied to. (Our very indifference is a symptom of 

the same disease.) But keep reading things that are sincere. Memoir deserves to survive. 

As for mendacious memoirists and deceptive documentarians, well, the moral for them is to 

stop making stuff up. You could say you don’t really know. You could say you aren’t really sure 

(AT, pp. 97–99). You could say your memory is faulty, like Perec did. You could call your work 

fiction, like Knausgaard does. Or, you know, you could just tell the truth. 

  

 Stanford University 

 

This paper was originally presented as a talk at the American Society for Aesthetics in 2013. Many thanks to my 
fellow panelists Stacie Friend and Jonathan Weinberg. Thanks also to Steffan Chirazi, Helena de Bres, Peter Mann, 
Aaron Meskin, and Neil van Leeuwen. 
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Frey’s portrayal of rehabilitation was more likely to scare people away than lead them to seek help. . . . Mic Hunter, 
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helped to shape people’s notions about drug abuse. . . .  For those struggling with their own substance-abuse issues, 
Pieces sends the message that unless you’ve reached the depths Frey describes, you don’t have anything to worry 
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of Totalitarianism [Boston: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 1973], p. 474). 
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56 “There were no underage workers he’d spoken with, [and] there was no man with a maimed hand” (Joshua 
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told me he had indeed met a number of children employed by Foxconn, some as young as 11,” echoed Adrian Chen. 
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58 I won’t add any links here, for obvious reasons, but I will say that an interview of Rosenblat on YouTube received 
comments from Holocaust deniers. This worry was raised by Motoko Rich and Joseph Berger in their article about 
Rosenblat: “Holocaust survivors and scholars are fiercely on guard against any fabrication of memories because they 
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