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ABSTRACT

As those who write themselves, life narrators are readers, interpreters, and 
curators of the archival material, both intimate and impersonal, accrued during 
their lifetimes. These materials form an archival pre-life that is extended and 
complemented by posthumous remediations of their narrated lives. Personal 
archives may include writing in journals and diaries, digital exchanges on social 
media and blogs, documents, and images in photographs and drawings, as 
well as the ephemera of recorded memories and impressions; as this archive 
is activated in life writing, its texts project an archival imaginary. Once a life 
narrative enters public circulation, the archive of self accrues future ‘afterlives’ as 
it is edited, reframed, and remediated in subsequent editions and by translation 
into other languages or media for different reading publics, both during and 
after a writer’s life.

The interactive relationship of self-archives and afterlives makes clear that 
the texts of self-life-writing, whether published or unpublished, complete or 
fragmentary, are objects of inquiry in movement – not transparent, stable 
phenomena that generate ‘truth,’ but dynamic sites open to interpretation in 
their textual afterlives. An autobiographical narrative is, thus, never just ‘the 
life’: supplements, remediations, and new versions are created in interactions 
with the practices and positions of new generations of readers. This essay takes 
up the iterative, interactive, and intersubjective dynamics of autobiographical 
archives and the temporalities of autobiographical afterlives in eight exemplary 
cases of life writing. Observing autobiographical archives in their histories of 
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[T]he question of the archive is not [. . .] a question of the past. . . . It is a 
question of the future, the question of the future itself, the question of a 
response, of a promise and of a responsibility for tomorrow.

Jacques Derrida, Archive Fever

INTRODUCTION

As our epigraph from Derrida suggests, engaging the archives of texts 
directs readers away from their pastness and toward the continuing futu-
rity of their afterlives. While formal and institutional archives abound 
and inform much historical and biographical scholarship, all of us are, 
in a sense, archives unto ourselves, storing the remembered experiences 
of past life in memories, emotions, artifacts, documents, and memora-
bilia. Admittedly, accumulating autobiographical material over a lifetime 
is not, in and of itself, an autobiographical act; but it contributes to creat-
ing a personal archive out of which autobiographical acts and practices 
evolve. These ongoing archival accretions may be stored, revised, and 
curated repeatedly as moments of self-survey and self-reflection increase 
and shift. In an age when social media and self-curation generate numer-
ous user documents, this point may seem obvious; but it is not particular 
to the contemporary moment.

That is, in our view, those who write themselves may also be seen as 
the readers, interpreters, and curators of their accreted archival material, 
material that ranges from the intimacy of earlier self-writing in journals, 
letters, and diaries, self-imaging in photographs and drawings, family 
and community memorabilia, favorite or go-to books, songs, and sayings, 
attachments and feelings, and dispositions of the body, to transpersonal 
historical documents, narratives, and films. Archives are stored not only 
in boxes, on bookshelves, on social media platforms, and in the cloud, 
but in the synapses of memory, as our bodies store a reservoir of memo-
ries and felt experience from which autobiographical acts can be drawn. 

circulation, republication, and repurposing situates the question of afterlives 
as a mode of ‘beyond endings’ in larger debates about ethical reading, 
methodological constraint, and theoretical adequacy.

Keywords: textual afterlives, archives of feelings and impressions, remediation 
and/as afterlife, digital afterlives
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Narrators may interpret this ‘pre-life’ archive of their pasts and access 
earlier versions of self-inscription in crafting, resituating, and positioning 
themselves as subjects.

Canadian archivists Jennifer Douglas and Heather MacNeil, drawing 
on our analysis in Reading Autobiography (2001) and Sidonie’s essay on per-
formativity, observe that ‘when read as a personal and psychological text, 
a writer’s archive is deeply ambiguous; the writer herself is continually per-
forming different versions of the self, and various other selves – friends, 
colleagues, and archivists among others – participate in shaping the mean-
ing of the archive.’ They go on to argue that ‘a writer’s archive is perhaps 
best understood as a social and collaborative text rather than a purely 
psychological one.’1 While we appreciate the complexities of Douglas 
and MacNeil’s three-fold attention to the ‘ongoing conversation between 
the writer and her various selves,’ the archivist’s arrangements of cura-
torial material, and the user/reader’s co-interpretations of the subject’s 
life, our attention is directed to other issues: the archival imaginary of 
autobiographical texts; the iterative, interactive, intersubjective dynamics 
of autobiographical archives; and the temporalities of autobiographical 
afterlives. In one sense, of course, life writing texts are already ‘afterlives’ –  
they emerge after the living and initial interpreting of personal experi-
ence. But the concept of afterlives encompasses multiple effects, such as 
the resurfacing of autobiographical material in later writing; the citation 
of earlier models of life writing within personal narratives; the perspec-
tives of editors and readers generated with the circulation and reception 
of various editions; and the incomplete and unstable nature of archives 
themselves that, as Derrida suggests, gesture toward futurity.2

Thus the relationship of archives to afterlives extends beyond written, 
drawn, and performed texts. A written life entering the world as a book, 
manuscript, blog, or the like, is filtered through other kinds of archives 
and may be changed by subsequent editions or translations into different 
media and languages. That is, a published ‘life’ enters into circulation 
as new reading publics access different versions of it over time; and it 
acquires an ‘afterlife’ that shifts its relationship to archival material and 
generates other versions of the subject. A focus on afterlives makes clear 
that texts of self-life-writing, whether published or unpublished, full-
length or fragmentary, are objects of inquiry in movement – not transpar-
ent, stable phenomena that generate ‘truth,’ but dynamic sites open to 
interpretation over the course of their textual afterlife. An autobiographi-
cal narrative is, thus, never just ‘the life’: there are supplements, remedia-
tions, and new versions interacting with new generations of readers.

In this sense our inquiry is complementary to that of Philippe Lejeune, 
who has focused on the ‘genesis’ or pre-life of autobiographical narratives 
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and the evidence of that process in photos, documents, and explicit refer-
ences to events, places, and people within a text before its creation. We 
understand such materials as implicitly archival and explore the interac-
tion of such archives with their afterlives of self-curation, circulation and/
or publication, and remediation, which may extend well beyond a writer’s 
life, signaling the changeable and dynamic status of life narrative.

Three key concepts inform our exploration of the afterlives of written, 
drawn, or digital self-presentations and the archival traces they incorpo-
rate. 1) Far from being transparent, autobiographical narration involves 
complex processes of self-curation and -interpretation across multiple, 
situated vantage points. 2) Every autobiographical ‘I’ is really a multitude 
of ‘I’s’ (including the narrating ‘I’, narrated ‘I’, and ideological ‘I’ but 
excluding the historical figure), each with different relationships to one 
another and to the reader. 3) The ‘I’ is not stable, but may shift its refer-
ent and speaking position; and it may also be an assemblage of narra-
tors composed as a collective ‘we.’ Drawing on these concepts, we turn to 
eight cases of archival afterlives that arise over time in autobiographical 
texts: troubled authenticity in diary eyewitnessing, afterlives of archived 
feelings and impressions, afterlives of the inscribed past, postmemorial 
afterlives situated in world-historical events, transtextuality in antholo-
gized lives, afterlives generated in paratexts and republication, afterlives 
threatened by new evidence, and aggregated archives in digital media. 
Our purpose here is not to engage the field of archive studies itself, nor is 
it to provide a deep dive into one kind of archival afterlife. Rather, we cast 
our net widely, to encourage colleagues in life writing studies to attend to 
the heterogeneous ways in which the conjoined concepts of archive and 
afterlife may signify at this precarious moment and historically. Indeed, 
untangling and entangling autobiographical archives from and in the 
histories of circulation, republication, and repurposing of texts situates 
the question of afterlives in larger debates about ethical reading, method-
ological constraint, and theoretical adequacy that we hope will resonate 
with EJLW readers.

AFTERLIVES AND THE TROUBLED ‘AUTHENTICITY’ OVER 
TIME OF DIARY EYEWITNESSING

The diary is often considered the most transparent of autobiographical 
genres, an intimate, unpolished, register of quotidian life as it is lived in 
an ongoing, unreflective present. For scholars searching archives to find 
traces of a subject’s life, the diary would seem a particularly valuable find, 
promising an unfiltered glimpse into her or his past. But the archival 
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evidence of even a childhood diary invites scrutiny, precisely because the 
impression of transparency can be deceptive. For instance, diarists often 
reread their earlier entries and may reinterpret them in the margins, 
especially in unpublished works. That is, in diaries, as in other forms of 
life writing, tracking the record of past versions of a self, which comprise 
the afterlife of the original text, may uncover a dynamic and changing 
subject.

Consider a seemingly unproblematic example of the published diary 
as a day-to-day record of events as they happened. For a two-year period 
from September 1991 to October 1993, Zlata Filipović, a young Bosnian–
Croat girl, kept a diary in which she recorded her family’s everyday life 
as Sarajevo was increasingly under fire during the Bosnian–Serbian war. 
She described, and sometimes reflected upon, the disruption and grad-
ual disintegration of their middle-class way of life during the months of 
assault by Bosnian Serb paramilitaries. In summer 1993, Zlata showed 
her diary to her teacher, who found a publisher for it in Croatian by UNI-
CEF, through the sponsorship of the International Centre for Peace. As it 
gained recognition in Bosnia for its original view of the siege through the 
eyes of a young girl, Zlata became a ‘celebrity’ victim, and was heralded 
as ‘the young Anne Frank’ of Sarajevo. International journalists covering 
the war began to reference Zlata’s Diary. A French photographer took a 
copy of it to Paris, where Le Robert Laffont-Fixot published it as Journal 
de Zlata. Subsequently the diary, expanded with further entries over the 
intervening months, was published by Viking Penguin in the United 
States (1994). There it reached an ever-widening audience and was incor-
porated into the social studies curriculum in some public schools.

Zlata’s Diary was thus acclaimed as the transcription of a teenager’s ear-
nest personal diary, a document of the traumatic vulnerability of her fam-
ily’s everyday life in Sarajevo during a world-historical event of ethnic and 
nationalist violence. Yet the diary raises complex questions about authen-
ticity and representativeness, because it was modeled specifically on and 
linked to The Diary of Anne Frank. That is, its affective appeal draws on an 
earlier teenager’s diary that has become an icon of childhood innocence 
seared into world memory after the genocidal violence of the Holocaust. 
Within her diary, Zlata is conscious of the importance of her narrative for 
others; after it was published, she writes about becoming a ‘personality’ in 
Sarajevo and recognizes that, as a child of Sarajevo, she represents what 
journalists and advocates called the tragedy of ‘lost childhood.’ Paradoxi-
cally, the self-conscious performativity of the diary undermines the trans-
parency effect of the innocent child witness and the ‘child’s eye view.’3 As 
a pastiche incorporating public response to its initial published version, 
the international versions and translations of Zlata’s Diary indicate how 
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eye-witness records are inflected and changed by their interaction with 
reading publics and media reception. The afterlife of the initial text reso-
nates with – and may incorporate – responses to it in a feedback loop.

Additionally, when Zlata’s Diary was published outside Bosnia, later 
editions added photographs that visualize the young girl’s story of ‘lost 
childhood’ in ways that reproduced a calculated ‘innocence effect.’ For 
example, a photo of Zlata in bed is framed by the caption ‘Zlata, who 
loves books, reads by candlelight.’ The flashbulb used to photograph the 
intimacy of this candlelight scene exposes the artifice of ‘innocent child-
hood.’4 In sum, while the diary itself was not ‘inauthentic’ as witness testi-
mony, its commercialization exposed what Lauren Berlant has described 
as a ‘sentimental politics’ that obscures the difficult ethnic politics of the 
war’s violence. In this example of a diary’s afterlife, thorny issues emerge. 
When a published autobiographical work enters routes of international 
circulation and reception that remake it, and its writer, as an artifact for 
consumption, how are we to frame its versions? Zlata’s Diary enters into an 
‘archival feed-back loop,’ because the diary of one child’s everyday experi-
ence of violence depends upon the records and materials of another girl’s –  
Anne Frank’s – life-in-hiding. Through this ‘likeness’ Zlata increasingly 
understands herself as a public and historical actor, as the diary’s circula-
tion generates its ‘afterlife.’

AFTERLIVES OF IMPRESSIONS IN SUBJECTIVE TIME

As our discussion of Zlata’s Diary suggests, eyewitness accounts encounter 
issues in winning the reader’s belief and having the documentary ‘truth’ 
of the narrative validated. But another kind of eyewitness account, one 
stressing feelings or impressions, has also been of great significance 
in life writing. Ann Cvetkovich, in An Archive of Feelings, acknowledges 
Derrida’s argument about the impossibility of archival truth, because all 
archives are sites ‘of contests over knowledge and power.’5 But she draws 
on many kinds of evidence, particularly in gay and lesbian archives, of 
such material as documentary films and everyday ‘oral history, personal 
photographs and letters, and ephemera’ to argue for the existence of an 
archive of feelings, which she defines as ‘a practice of fantasy made mate-
rial’ that focuses on emotion and feeling.6

In Cvetkovich’s terms, published narratives might productively be 
thought of as ‘impressions’7 rather than objective records because they 
suggest how memory is crafted, even when writers assert their authority 
as eyewitnesses. Consider this example: In the early twentieth century, 
Chicago-born Mary Borden, despite being an heiress and the mother 
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of three small children, volunteered as a nurse during World War I and 
worked for four years behind the Belgian and French sectors of the West-
ern front. The Forbidden Zone: A Nurse’s Impressions of the First World War is 
her collection of seventeen brief vignettes dramatizing momentary sensa-
tions during her experience as a hospital nurse.8 Unlike better-known 
autobiographical narratives, such as Erich Maria Remarque’s All Quiet on 
the Western Front and Vera Brittain’s Testament of Youth,9 Borden shaped her 
account as a series of written impressions of remembered moments dur-
ing her European service, many written in snatches during her hospital 
service. Although she tried to publish her sketches in 1917, the text was 
rejected as too controversial. Borden herself described her manuscript 
as a non-linear ‘collection of fragments’ that critics found ‘ugly’ and 
repetitive.10 But in 1929, as readers became more receptive to uncensored 
accounts of World War I in the mode of Modernist realism, The Forbidden 
Zone gained an afterlife when she reworked it for publication.11 Because 
her narrative presents memories as felt impressions, the occasional rep-
etitions in its sketches powerfully render the confusion and absurdity of 
moments on the front in its stark and surreal perspective on the violence 
and injury of war.

For example, in ‘Bombardment,’ within three pages the account moves 
from the appearance of a speck ‘travelling high through the mysterious 
twilight’ as ‘a whirling engine’12 to the town’s slow awakening to ‘terror 
and bewilderment’13 as, from an aerial view, ‘Scars appeared on it like 
the marks of smallpox’ and ‘gashes appeared in its streets.’14 After the 
airplane ‘laughed’ at the town, then disappeared in the sunshine, ‘the 
town was left in convulsions.’15 In this bird’s-eye view of bombing devas-
tation, Borden is not a visible presence. The factual record of bombing 
casualties, however, is converted into a sensory narrative of how war dev-
astated both the areas attacked and the participating soldiers. Through 
such brief ‘impressions’ her unnamed narrator powerfully conveys the 
destructiveness and perversity of the war. Indeed, Malcolm Brown, a his-
torian at the Imperial War Museum in London, declares Borden’s work a 
masterpiece and a ‘remarkable contribution to the literature of that con-
flict’ for its searing, yet compassionate, narration of events from the point 
of view of a nurse in the field.16 Borden’s reworking of her hastily written 
sketches links her personal experience to a world-historical event and cre-
ates an afterlife of feelings that enriches – but also undercuts, from the 
point of view of an eyewitness – the accounts in official archives.

An archive of feelings can also disrupt the progressive narrative logic 
of some genres of life writing, such as the story of successful migration 
and assimilation. Mary Antin, who emigrated from a Russian shtetl to the 
U.S. in the late nineteenth century, published The Promised Land: The 
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Autobiography of a Russian Immigrant17 in 1912 as a narrative of assimila-
tion attesting to her successful Americanization. She asserts that hers 
is a representative story, written at a time when virulent anti-immigrant 
discourses permeated debates about ‘alien’ outsiders and their threat to 
the early twentieth-century American nation. Antin casts her story as a 
conversion narrative and tracks the process and project of becoming a 
clean and proper American subject in ways that foreground the radical 
discontinuity between the old world of Eastern Europe and the new world 
of the United States. The first part of her divided text casts her childhood 
in a Russian shtetl as backward and constraining in its medieval contain-
ment of women. By contrast, the second half is a Bildungsroman in which 
her education occurs not only in formal classrooms but also informally 
in a settlement house. Antin’s willed act of becoming, as a model pupil, 
makes her an ‘American’ cultivating its values of entrepreneurial ambi-
tion, Emersonian individuality, and progressive femininity.

And yet, passages in The Promised Land disrupt Antin’s story of assimila-
tion by disclosing a residual afterlife of unassimilable feelings and sensa-
tions. When the narrator reconstructs her childhood in Polotzk from the 
other side of her conversion to American subjectivity, she discovers that 
her childhood self is almost totally lost to her. What she can recover are 
sensory memories: the smells of food and the olfactory affects of eating, 
particularly her mother’s cheesecake: ‘Why, I can dream away a half-hour 
on the immortal flavor of those thick cheese cakes we used to have on 
Saturday night.’18 The memory of cheesecake evokes an extended descrip-
tion of a sensorium of embodied attachment that disrupts the pace of 
the narrative of Americanization and interrupts her representation of the 
Jewish Pale as oppressive. In drawing on her personal archive of feelings, 
Antin shows how an archive of past impressions can unsettle a tidy story 
of incorporation, exposing contradictions, ambivalences, and paradoxes 
that can occur in the experience of migration from one nation, culture, 
and history to another. Although the narrator proudly identifies as an 
assimilated American woman, her felt loss of the past still moves her, how-
ever much she frames that time as degrading. Paradoxically, the sensory 
memories of what has had to be forgotten for assimilation to ‘stick’ haunt 
her story.

While access to memories as archives of feeling in life narratives such 
as these can undercut the authority of official histories, they are valid 
subjective ‘evidence’ of the larger public events in which the narrators 
participated. Our examples of the interpenetration of felt subjectivity 
with world-historical formations, such as war and mass migration, sug-
gest how individualized, unhomogenized renditions of the experience of 
historical change and crisis can acquire credence as troubling afterlives 
that question the coherence of ‘official stories’ of successful integration.
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AFTERLIVES OF THE INSCRIBED PAST AND ITS TEMPORAL 
REINSCRIPTIONS

The memories of the past that occasionally disrupt Antin’s immigration 
narrative as persistent traces of her earlier, unassimilated life can become 
thematic in a life writer’s narrative. For example, diarists rereading their 
earlier entries may introduce photographs of themselves, family, and 
friends as evidence of the felt past that undercut claims in their texts or 
cause them to reread their personal pasts differently. Such new versions 
can contribute to potential contradictions in a text’s afterlife.

A striking example of autobiographical writing displaying explicit 
shifts in the writer’s self-conception, by incorporating later material, is 
Mary McCarthy’s Memories of a Catholic Girlhood. Although this memoir 
appears to be a chronological narrative of her girlhood and early adult 
years drawn from essays published in American monthly magazines over 
more than a decade, each chapter is framed by a reflection composed 
when she was assembling the book, that calls earlier memories and stories 
about herself into question. McCarthy’s narrative underscores how her 
self-conception depends on the moment or point of view from which she 
is focalizing her past. For example, a chapter narrates her grandmother’s 
strict control of her and her brother as the orphaned children were grow-
ing up in a home she ruled as a ‘center of power.’19 Yet, in the later reflec-
tion that follows this chapter, McCarthy muses, ‘[i]n one sense I have 
been unfair here to my grandmother. I show her, as it were, in retrospect, 
looking back at her and judging her as an adult. But as a child, I liked 
my grandmother, I thought her a tremendous figure. Many of her faults 
– her blood-curdling Catholicism, for example – were not apparent to 
me as faults.’20 More generally, McCarthy observes, in another reflection 
on her earlier story, ‘[t]here are some semi-fictional touches here . . . I 
arranged actual events so as to make “a good story” out of them. It is hard 
to overcome this temptation if you are in the habit of writing fiction.’21 
Thus, McCarthy’s earlier memories are contextualized by the narrator/
editor in a later moment as subjective ‘impressions,’ even as their author-
ity was previously asserted elsewhere. In short, the narrating ‘I’ structures 
an afterlife dynamic of retrospection recursively into her text.

A more recent instance occurs in Fun Home: A Family Tragicomic, the 
graphic memoir of contemporary American queer artist Alison Bechdel. 
Her narrating ‘I’ is an adult artist rereading and reflecting on her past 
in relation to both the history of her family and that of homosexuality in 
twentieth-century America. The graphic memoir depicts growing up in  
rural Pennsylvania in a family that runs a funeral [‘fun’] home and is 
comprised of an artistic and autistic group of individuals who inhabit 
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their home like an ‘artists’ colony.’22 Part of Fun Home’s story is daughter 
Alison’s discovery of her identity as a graphic artist and a lesbian. She 
must also confront the death of her father, likely by suicide at age 44 when 
she was 17, and his suppressed homosexuality, which links his desire to 
her own emerging feelings. Beautifully drawn and wittily narrated, Fun 
Home incorporates numerous sketches of documents from both the fam-
ily’s records and young Alison’s writings as an artefactual afterlife that 
attests to its material quality as not just documented, but embodied, fam-
ily history.

Notable among Fun Home’s archives of self are the adolescent diaries 
that her parents suggested young Alison keep to remedy her obsessive-
compulsive disorder. Although her diary’s daily chronicles, reproduced 
in child-scrawl, fill many pages with names and dates, the girl’s emerg-
ing self-consciousness soon compels her to write ‘I think’ after each sen-
tence. Then she begins to compress the marking of each perception into 
a drawn symbol, the circumflex, which she scrawls repeatedly so that the 
entries become almost unreadable. The diary’s inauthenticity increases 
when Alison, because of her poor penmanship, is made to dictate ‘offi-
cial’ episodes of her daily life to her mother, while excluding major per-
sonal events in her young life. For example, the narrated ‘I’’s diary has 
an entry on swimming, but none on getting her first menstrual period; 
such personal stories are censored in her formal family. Finally, teen-
aged Alison abandons keeping a diary, which Bechdel sums up as her 
young self’s recognition of ‘the implicit lie of the blank page.’23 It gestures 
toward the then-unspeakable homosexual desire, shared with her father, 
that was formative for her sexuality. Ironically, while young Alison cannot 
keep a conventional diary, that failure becomes the starting point of her 
innovative autographic self-presentation. That is, Bechdel critiques the 
value of the archive of her early diary-writing as authentic evidence of 
her experiential life and exposes, metacritically, how to read for gaps and 
overwritten moments, an afterlife figured but not spoken. As readers, we 
move contrapuntally between the narrated ‘I’’s diary in the comic’s dia-
logue boxes and the adult narrating ‘I’’s meta-commentary in the boxes 
above them that reference her view now of what she had actually experi-
enced, thought, and felt. As this practice suggests, omissions – marked as 
such – may be more revealing than the initial written record in attesting 
to the ‘life’ of a life narrator.

In these examples, an older narrator emphasizes how she now reads 
her younger self differently as a subject in formation who was reluctant or 
unable to disclose her emerging inner history. Both suggest that archival 
records be read against the grain and offer advice on how to do so by giv-
ing them a textual afterlife in one of more media.
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POSTMEMORIAL AFTERLIVES SITUATED IN THE SHIFTING 
TIMES OF WORLD-HISTORICAL EVENTS

Some writers, aware of their precarity as victims in world-historical events, 
seek to manage issues about the afterlife of archival evidence and publi-
cation by documenting their stories of vulnerability with multiple public 
and personal archives that provide the authority of evidence. But in these 
instances, too, issues may arise.

An example is Art Spiegelman’s graphic memoir, Maus: A Survivor’s 
Tale, which references numerous public and family archives that situate 
his family story within a collective story located at what he has called 
the ‘fault line where World-History and Personal History collide.’24 The 
authorial persona Art, whom Spiegelman creates, is at once an insistent 
researcher and an unreliable narrator; but the archival documentation he 
references is authoritative. Maus incorporates many kinds of formal and 
informal archival material about its own creation. Foremost is the tape 
transcript of the father Vladek’s individual story as a myth of himself; it is 
juxtaposed to the son ‘Art-the-narrator’’s less flattering biography of his 
father, and ‘Art-the-artist’’s story of how he composed the comic.

Spiegelman incorporates many kinds of documents from family 
archives. There are vignettes for several family members he never knew 
who were killed or killed themselves during the Holocaust. Genealogi-
cal charts, photographs, drawings, and stories allude to his mother’s 
and father’s families over generations in Poland. Using public archives, 
Spiegelman references chronologies of events for European Jews by 
including maps, the plan of a gas chamber, and the formula for Zyklon 
B, the poison gas used in them. Citations from books and newspapers 
display how widespread the Fascist ideology of Aryan superiority and Jew-
ish racial inferiority was. Decades after the war, when Spiegelman made 
a visit to Auschwitz, he represents Art’s access to its mass of documen-
tation in cartoon drawings that readers can verify elsewhere.25 In Maus 
Spiegelman also interweaves his earlier personal diary, ‘Prisoner on the 
Hell Planet,’ as a comic that shows young Art as a self-obsessed teenager 
haunted by his mother’s suicide, a story that can be alluded to but not 
told. That is, gaps – what is not available in the archives or what is too pain-
ful to narrate – also comprise part of the story.

Importantly, the evidence in Maus narrates ‘history from below.’ Its 
account of the Holocaust is told from the point of view of victims, with a 
focus on the invasion of Poland, efforts to hide from the invading Nazis 
and the collaboration of some Poles, arrests and deportations to the 
death camps, and accounts of life there. Its graphics display the use of 
extermination technologies, depict the aftermath of the war as a struggle 
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to survive in hiding or in refugee camps, and focus on the challenges of 
exile (for his family, in Sweden) and immigration to New York. Yet this 
grim documentation is depicted in appealing comic images, with char-
acters represented as various animals that engage readers who may be 
resistant to the stories of Holocaust victims.

Throughout Maus, then, Spiegelman situates his persona Art in at 
least three contrasting ways – as resentful son; ‘Raw’ comics artist; and 
resourceful researcher who draws on multiple archives in part because, 
as a child born after World War II, he lacks direct memories of his fam-
ily’s experiences. Memory theorist Marianne Hirsch has described Spie-
gelman’s use of what she calls ‘postmemory’ in such relationships to the 
past.26 Hirsch and Leo Spitzer assert, ‘“Postmemory” describes the rela-
tionship that the “generation after” bears to the personal, collective, and 
cultural trauma of those who came before – to experiences they “remem-
ber” only by means of the stories, images, and behaviors among which 
they grew up. But these experiences were transmitted to them so deeply 
and affectively as to seem to constitute memories in their own right.’27 As 
they suggest, postmemory describes a mediated connection to the past – 
‘mediated . . . by imaginative investment, projection, and creation.’

Because Spiegelman’s comics are created from the position of post-
memory, rather than direct memory, they cannot be a transparent 
recounting – they are inherently stories situated in the afterlives of oth-
ers. Even the archival documents he references are redrawn, interpreted, 
and narrativized. As Spiegelman’s practice in Maus suggests, no transpar-
ent recounting of archival data about earlier events can occur when a 
researcher is positioned outside them. He or she must consider how to 
shape the story, what weight to give to varied and conflicting kinds of 
evidence, and whether to make the story consistent or to highlight ten-
sions and contradictions that fracture it – but may make it more compel-
ling. Thus, Spiegelman’s comics assign a multimedial visual afterlife to 
the experience of both victims and survivors of the Holocaust by incor-
porating visual and textual historical documents from both personal and 
public archives to authenticate his truth claims about three generations’ 
experience at the ‘faultline’ of world history.

TRANSTEXTUAL AFTERLIVES IN TRANSPOSED FRAMEWORKS 
OF ANTHOLOGIZED LIVES

So far, our case studies have focused on how self-representation in auto-
biographical texts is related to a narrative’s archives, archival imaginary, 
archival politics, and archival registers. We have noted how situating 
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narratives in the context of their archives can generate surprising after-
lives, both within and beyond the text. What happens when personal life 
narratives are resituated transpersonally, within a larger archive of stories 
and testimonies that widens their circulation and scope?

A case in point is the afterlife of women’s life stories in anthologies. In 
the West there is a long history of anthologized lives, from the medieval 
collections of women saints’ lives to the nineteenth-century collections 
of biographies by women sharing a profession or some kind of notoriety; 
these constitute what literary scholar Alison Booth terms prosopogra-
phy.28 With the advent of second-wave feminism in the later twentieth cen-
tury, anthologies began to gather women’s life narratives into collections 
that joined the personal and the political, foregrounding the authority 
of experience. Anthologies focused on such themes as incest and abuse, 
lesbian coming-out stories, testimonies by women of color attesting to 
oppression, and the process of decolonization in developing nations. 
By the end of the century, as discourses of human rights emerged and 
institutional venues for hearing claims about women’s human rights were 
established, numerous anthologies of women witnessing to radical injury 
and harm had become available as volumes of personal testimony.

These edited volumes, designed to advance claims for recognition, 
reparation, and repair, served as published archives that exposed issues 
about the afterlives of women’s witnessing. As Kay Schaffer and Sidonie 
Smith observe in Human Rights and Narrated Lives: The Ethics of Recogni-
tion, when women’s stories are published in a collection, either during 
or after their lifetimes, the editing process situates them in new contexts 
that affect both how their texts are read and what larger story a collec-
tion is made to tell. Indeed, gathering stories into an anthology confers a 
collective afterlife on individual narratives. Often, the stories are linked 
as testimonies to experiencing injury and harm, or set in a national or 
transnational context of violence and suffering. Certainly, human rights 
campaigns benefit by publishing anthologies that assemble an archive of 
testimony to shared experiences of victimization, particularly when those 
are contextualized by scholar-activists who provide historical and contex-
tual information. The aim of such collections, in print and on websites, 
is to rewrite history, name perpetrators, claim recognition, and inspire 
further action. Yet, in the arena of rights violations, when an individual’s 
story is resituated in someone else’s framework, it may be constrained 
by discourses to render it intelligible to the intended audience, reinter-
preted by the other stories to which it is juxtaposed, and truncated to fit 
story requirements for a direct, affectively compelling appeal.

For example, in 1994, Danish psychologist Inger Agger collected client 
narratives in The Blue Room. Trauma and Testimony among Refugee Women: 
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A Psychosocial Exploration, framing these women’s stories of witness to tor-
ture, sexual predation, and imprisonment through a disciplinary lens of 
traumatic recovery. The room in which she situates the women is at once 
a space and a trope. Literally, Agger interviewed the women whose sto-
ries she gathered in the blue room of her home; figuratively, the ‘blue 
room’ references a place of healing. Like the classical memory theater 
that images the project of remembering as moving through the rooms of 
a building, the different chapters gather the witness testimony in ‘rooms’ 
designated as different kinds of traumatic experience. Walking through 
memory and working through trauma become entangled. Thus, while 
the book includes the first-person witness of women from Latin America 
and the Middle East who lived in Denmark as refugees, the Western para-
digm of a therapeutic model of remembering and recovery individualizes 
the process of recovery at the same time that it simplifies and universal-
izes the way to recovery.

Such collected volumes of witnessing by women survivors of radical 
injury and harm have created a massive archive of women’s witnessing 
that is circulated through the global traffic in human rights narratives. 
Certainly, this work assembles remarkable projects of storytelling from 
below, stories of women who have been degraded, oppressed, margin-
alized, abused, dehumanized, and forgotten. But while it is an archival 
record of significance, it also reveals the effects of the global politics of 
human rights discourse, institutions, protocols, and methods of circula-
tion on women’s stories, as they are caught up in the constraints of human 
rights claims-making and the disciplinary ideologies of repair and recov-
ery. The anthologized afterlife of their stories is shaped to serve purposes 
of commodification that they may not have anticipated: the quest of pub-
lishers for salable stories of victimization and survival, the investment of 
perpetrators in denial and defamation, and the pressure to make sto-
ries conform to generic templates attuned to the legal parameters of the 
rights regime.

AFTERLIVES GENERATED BELATEDLY IN PARATEXTS AND 
REPUBLICATION

What Gérard Genette calls the paratextual material of a published life 
story includes all that surrounds it – its framing documents and the pub-
lication materials that contribute to its afterlife in multiple editions and 
versions.29 Collectively these comprise an archive of curation and recep-
tion that is not a static repository but a multi-sited and changing set of 
iterations. That is, a narrated life is not just situated in the past of the sub-
ject; it is potentially an archive that moves with the present moment and 
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aggregates new parts in an afterlife open to change. Our next example 
explores how significantly a historical text may shift over the decades of 
its publication and reception.

The captivity narrative of Mary Rowlandson, originally published in 
1682 as A True History of the Captivity and Restoration of Mrs. Mary Rowlandson, 
has a long history of editions spanning over three hundred years. 
Comparing several editions of a text, such as Rowlandson’s, reveals micro- 
and macro-level changes in the epitext of the first edition. We can observe 
when illustrations are included or deleted, note shifts in who authors the 
preface and afterword, consider when and why appendices are included. 
Alterations between the first and successive editions also involve changes 
in book size, typeface, design, quality of paper, cover page, exact title, 
and so on. As successive editions are issued by different publishers, they 
may be associated with different communities or groups, even though 
the original manuscript of Rowlandson was issued by her Puritan com-
munity and was authorized by preacher Cotton Mather. Later editions by 
publishers serving other kinds of community have situated Rowlandson’s 
narrative differently, as do versions by academic publishers preparing the 
text for scholarly use. That is, various versions of a life narrative are put 
to different social and cultural uses during a text’s print life and, in their 
afterlives, may address different audiences.

Other life narratives have similarly complex afterlives, for example, 
the formerly enslaved American Harriet Jacob’s narrative of her life 
before her freedom was purchased, and English medieval writer Margery 
Kempe’s account of her early wanderings on the European continent 
after she converted to a pious Catholicism. Consequently, researchers 
must carefully contextualize which version of a print text they are refer-
encing because, often, no ‘authoritative version’ exists. As life narratives 
mutate in republication and translation, we might keep several questions 
about their afterlives in mind: For published work, who made up the 
reading public or consumers of the life narrative at the time it was writ-
ten? Who does, subsequently? What roles did groups such as friendship 
circles, book clubs, libraries, or – now – talk shows and blogs play in the 
circulation of the narrative? How was the story taken up in the journals, 
letters, and other memorabilia of readers? Teasing out archival evidence 
that addresses these issues can yield fascinating information about how 
cultural reinterpretations of a life narrative have shaped its afterlife.

AFTERLIVES DESTABILIZED BY NEW EVIDENCE

As we have seen, autobiographical narratives are sites of ongoing renewal 
and revitalization, as new information provokes critics to alternative 
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interpretations that generate different versions of a subject. But evidence 
can never speak for itself. Consider the work of the Modernist artist-life 
writer Charlotte Salomon. Her vast painted-and-lettered project, Life? or 
Theatre? (Leben? oder Theater?), increasingly known among art historians 
and scholars of the Holocaust, situates the story of her German-Jewish 
family circle in Berlin, during the rise of the Nazi regime. Salomon 
escaped persecution for a while by moving, in 1938 at 21, to the south of 
France, where she furiously painted and wrote a complex story of her fam-
ily’s life informed by the Nietzschean view of life and death espoused by 
her stepmother-opera singer’s voice coach, who was also her secret lover. 
Unfortunately, when Salomon and her new husband filed their marriage 
license in the courthouse of Nice during the Vichy regime, the Gestapo 
rapidly located them. They were arrested in September 1943, and the 
pregnant Charlotte and her new husband were deported to Auschwitz-
Birkenau where, at age 26, she was soon murdered. Remarkably, Salomon 
had given her over 1,300 painted pages to a village doctor who preserved 
them and in 1947 returned them to her parents, who had survived the war 
in the Netherlands.

Life? or Theatre?, conceived as a play or ‘Singespiel,’ an operetta-like work 
in 784 pages painted and lettered in gouache (plus transparencies and 
suggested music), narrates the family’s troubled past, with eight suicides, 
most by women, including those of her mother, aunt, and grandmother. 
Beginning in 1961 Salomon’s work was exhibited, eventually worldwide, 
and given to the Jewish Historical Museum in Amsterdam, which has now 
assembled an archive that includes her other paintings, family photo-
graphs, letters, and related manuscripts. That primary archive of mate-
rial by or on Salomon has expanded to include translations and versions 
of Life? or Theatre? in other media: seven films, two operas, several plays, 
biographies and a biographical novel, as well as numerous scholarly stud-
ies and exhibition catalogs, an official website, and various online sites.30 
Each of these remediations emphasizes different moments in interpreting 
the visual–verbal narrative of Life? or Theatre?, creating a complex afterlife.

Recently, Dutch filmmaker Frans Weisz’s 2011 biopic, Charlotte, dis-
closed nineteen additional painted pages of a letter forming the epilogue 
of Life? or Theatre? in which Salomon apparently made a shocking confes-
sion about murdering her grandfather. This new material has spurred 
a new generation of critical interpretation and dramatic enactments to 
engage with what seems to be a scandalous revelation that renders the 
afterlife of Salomon’s work highly controversial.31 Vigorous arguments 
have ensued, not just about the arc of Salomon’s life and the interpreta-
tion of Life? or Theatre?, but even whether her work should be invoked in 
Holocaust studies. Thus, Salomon may now be a variant of what Leigh 
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Gilmore has termed a ‘tainted witness,’ one who was either unreliable, 
maliciously vindictive, or a liar. An alternative case, however, could be 
made for her as a victim of and witness to her grandfather’s lifelong sex-
ual predation on generations of women in her family. Indeed, a rhetorical 
reading of her long letter as autobiographical may reveal that its apparent 
claim to committing murder can be contextualized and understood dif-
ferently, not as a scandalous act but an indeterminate narration.32 Thus, 
seven decades after Salomon’s death, her work is open to questions about 
both the status of evidence and the ethics of her project, a case of how the 
afterlife of an autobiographical work can become more problematic when 
new ‘evidence’ is introduced.

AFTERLIVES AGGREGATED BY THE CONTINUOUS 
NETWORKING OF DIGITAL MEDIA

Digital media are having a profound impact on our sense of what com-
prises an archive and fundamentally reshaping the afterlives of auto-
biographical projects. With the twenty-first century explosion in digital 
archiving and the rise of Big Data projects, materials that were previously 
sequestered in less accessible official archives, institutions, and storage 
facilities now enter into a digital ecology of what Andrew Hoskins calls 
the ‘continuously networked present.’33 When offline documentary mate-
rials are archived online, however, their status is changed by the archi-
tecture and degree of interactivity of the platforms and coding systems 
used, as well as the capabilities of software and hardware. This transfer 
process constitutes a kind of algorithmic curation, which may be more – 
or less – discriminating in its protocols of collection. Further, since the 
costs associated with digitizing archives are often significant, those who 
provide funding may influence what is digitized.

In addition to digitized archives, there are born-digital archives 
enabled and sustained by algorithmic logics that feed into repositories 
of Big Data. This data includes the massive amounts of information 
swept from social media sites, all of them generative of self-imaging, self-
inscription, and self-curation. Big data includes, as well, data accumu-
lated by governments, other security businesses, and hackers. In these 
online archives, researchers can track digital footprints and encounter 
what Kyle Cardell calls ‘digital clutter, the overabundance of available 
documents.34 Yet, researchers depend on other researchers, as well as 
coders and web architects, to develop metadata and display architecture 
through which to find and visualize material. As Xin Huang observes, 
‘the metadata releases’ material such as images ‘from its stillness and 
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gives it a new political ontology and form of agency.’35 And yet, the archi-
val material returned from online archives and Big Data in response to 
particular queries regarding pieces of evidence is only as effective as the 
thoughtfulness of the coders, the quality of the metadata, and the open-
ness of the site. Whether digitized or born-digital, online archives present 
methodological and ethical issues for lifewriting scholars interested in 
the afterlives of their subjects.

Clearly, self-curators cannot control where all the bits and pieces of 
their online lives may be taken up, circulated, and stored in other peo-
ples’ archives, or even abandoned in the cloud. Indeed, new businesses 
now market self-aggregation services as a necessary part of self-curation. 
For example, ‘Uberflip’ offers to help ‘centralize your existing content’ by 
strategically rearranging and pruning data for those trying to assemble a 
more coherent self. Such editing, however, threatens the wealth of infor-
mation that researchers seek about a subject’s self-curation.36 As subjects 
may also include fantasies about themselves generated through gaming, 
Tumblr, or interactivity, future researchers may encounter the afterlives 
of their subjects in alternative selves presented as fantasy celebrity or ava-
tars of heroic action. While the impact of digital media on the afterlives 
of life narratives are yet to be fully theorized, the kinds and extent of 
paratexts they enable and the multiple media they generate and store 
about the history and reception of autobiographical narratives suggest 
that afterlives may become more copious and surprising than ever.

CONCLUSION

Because the archives of life narratives are not single or static repositories 
of evidentiary documents but dynamic and shifting sites, their afterlives 
are unpredictable and unstable, changing with the assemblage tech-
nologies employed and responsive to shifts in styles and modes of self-
representation. Those who write, draw, or otherwise represent themselves 
rely on both public archives and their personal archives of storage mem-
ory and postmemory in ways that raise thorny questions about their rela-
tionship to such archives. And the afterlife of much life writing, through 
republication or remediation, poses questions about the entanglement of 
autobiographical stories in the forces and flows of circulation and recep-
tion. Thus, while the vast production of autobiographical work around 
the globe provides stirring models of illuminating stories in self-archives, 
fixing some truth of the subject remains indeterminate in them. As ever 
with autobiographical work, we are left with ethical and methodological 
questions about how to contextualize and evaluate possible afterlives. In 
thinking about how the interpretation of a life narrative is modified by 
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situating it within the history of its afterlives, we see the following as key 
questions:
•	 How does one read for the embedded afterlife of feelings and impres-

sions, material traces of embodiment, and gaps and synapses in a 
particular life writing text?

•	 How do the afterlives of others and their historical situation embed-
ded in an autobiographical text enhance, shift, or contravene the 
reading of a narrator’s own story?

•	 How do the afterlives imposed on a life narrative by later editorial or 
interpretive actors change the story, and how should that evidence 
be evaluated?

•	 When archives impose classifiable identities upon experiential histo-
ries that may reduce the felt and lived life to a template of features or 
activities, how do we listen for other stories, the traces of felt life in 
alternative afterlives?

•	 When a researcher discovers lives and subjectivities erased from offi-
cial records, how might the available fragments and marginalia be 
used to sketch out a usable afterlife of a subject? What are the ethical 
considerations in such projects?

•	 In the context of online lives, is anything discoverable beyond mul-
tiple afterlives in what may be a constantly moving, algorithmic hall 
of mirrors?

In sum, afterlives are not an afterthought. They are, as Derrida suggests, 
spurs that provoke ‘the question of a response’ to the ongoing life of auto-
biographical narratives during and beyond the lifespan of their authors.
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As Douglas and MacNeil sum up, drawing on Chapter 3 of Reading Autobiography (2001), 
‘[t]he author of a diary or letter does not merely reveal herself in the text, but instead 
creates a version of herself that exists only in the text’ (34). In this essay, however, our 
interest is in the afterlives of life writing texts as uses of the writer’s various personal 
effects and the organization and editions of their works.

  3 � See Sidonie Smith. ‘Narratives and Rights: Zlata’s Diary and the Circulation of Stories 
of Suffering Ethnicity.’ Women’s Studies Quarterly Special Issue on The Intimate and the 
Global 34:1 & 2 (Spring/Summer 2006) 133–152.

  4  ‘Child of War: The Diary of Zlata Filipović,’ Newsweek, 28 February 1994 (27).
  5 � Ann Cvetkovich. An Archive of Feelings: Trauma, Sexuality, and Lesbian Pubic Cultures. 

Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2003 (268).
  6  Cvetkovich. An Archive of Feelings, 269.
  7 � Cvetkovich notes that Derrida ‘explores the mechanisms by which memory leaves its 
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