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Event title: A Misfit of Ghosts: How Haunted Memoir Rethinks the Real

Event Description: Haunted memoir unsettles traditional notions of memoir and nonfiction as it engages with ghosts, both metaphoric and actual, to examine what haunts us collectively and individually. In this session, panelists will discuss the various forms hauntings have taken in their work, how haunted memoir pushes against the constraints of normative nonfiction, as well as discuss how they create their ghosts on the page.

Event Category: Panel Discussion 

Event Organizer/Moderator: Bruce Owens Grimm is co-editor of Fat & Queer: An Anthology of Queer & Trans Bodies & Lives. He attended the 2021 Tin House Winter Workshop. He is a Pushcart nominee for his essay, “Inventory of a Haunted House, No.4.” He is at work on his haunted memoir, The Ghost Museum.

Event Participant: Elissa Washuta is a member of the Cowlitz Indian Tribe and a nonfiction writer. She is the author of White Magic, My Body Is a Book of Rules, and Starvation Mode. With Theresa Warburton, she is co-editor of the anthology Shapes of Native Nonfiction: Collected Essays by Contemporary Writers. She’s a National Endowment for the Arts Fellowship recipient, a Creative Capital awardee, and an assistant professor of creative writing at the Ohio State University.

Event Participant: Steffan Triplett is a Black, queer essayist from Joplin, Missouri. His nonfiction has appeared in Longreads, Fence, DIAGRAM, and is anthologized in Revisiting the Elegy in the Black Lives Matter Era (Routledge 2019), and the forthcoming It Came From the Closet (Feminest Press 2022). Steffan is a Visiting Lecturer at the University of Pittsburgh where he is the interim Assistant Director of the Center for African American Poetry and Poetics.

Event Participant: Jami Nakamura Lin is a Japanese, Taiwanese, and Okinawan writer from outside Chicago. Her first book, the illustrated speculative memoir The Night Parade, is forthcoming from Mariner Books/HarperCollins in 2023. A Catapult columnist, she’s been published in The New York Times, Electric Literature, and other publications. She received a 2016 US-Japan fellowship from the National Endowment for the Arts, and a 2015 Walter Dean Myers Grant from We Need Diverse Books. 

Event Participant: J. Nicole Jones received an M.F.A. in Creative Nonfiction from Columbia University and has held editorial positions at VICE and VanityFair.com. Her essays and writing have appeared in the LA Review of Books, VanityFair.com, VICE, the Paris Review Daily, Poets & Writers, LitHub, among others. Her memoir Low Country was published in 2021 by Catapult, and her novel The Witches of Bellinas is also forthcoming from Catapult.

IN-PERSON EVENTS, PLEASE READ THE FOLLOWING AT THE BEGINNING OF YOUR EVENT:

Welcome to A Misfit of Ghosts: How Haunted Memoir Rethinks the Real

A few reminders before we begin: For those needing or wishing to follow along to a written text, please let the moderator of the panel, (identify moderator), know, and a printed copy will be delivered to you. • Please make sure that spaces marked for wheelchairs remain clear of chairs or other barriers. • Treat service animals as working animals and do not attempt to distract or pet them. • Be aware of those with chemical sensitivities and refrain from wearing scented products. • Please be aware that your fellow attendees may have invisible disabilities. Do not question anyone’s use of an accommodation while at the conference, including for chairs reserved for those with disabilities.

Introduce and identify all speakers in the order in which they are sitting. 

Bruce: Hi! I’m Bruce Owens Grimm. I’m going to give a quick introduction to the genre of haunted memoir and then we’ll dig into our discussion. We will be following a Q&A format for this panel. I have some questions prepared for the panelists and then we’ll take questions from the audience. 

A quick disclaimer: We are not here to debate the existence of ghosts. Rather we are here to discuss the ghosts, actual and metaphorical, that haunt us and how those ghosts/hauntings inform and shape the stories we as nonfiction writers tell.

Content warning: molestation 

My memoir is a ghost story. My father’s ghost stood behind me, always on my left side, when I remembered, at forty-two, that he molested me. I collapsed into depression and anxiety attacks as PTSD made the past overlap with the present. His presence upended my entire life. Existing forms of nonfiction, including speculative, didn’t account for this very real ghost in my life, so I created a new one: haunted memoir. 

Haunted memoir rethinks the real as it engages with ghosts to examine what haunts us.
  
Ghosts can lurk within us or in the white space between sentences or stand right next to the narrator on the page or all of these. Ultimately, it’s the writers’ relationship to the ghost and what they make of what haunts them that matters most. Ghost stories have been told for centuries, changing shape with what was happening culturally. It’s time for the ghost story to evolve again to include haunted memoir. 

But how can ghosts exist in nonfiction, a genre based in the “real”? 

Including a ghost or the idea of one in nonfiction doesn’t destroy the contract made with the reader, it enhances it because it allows the writer another mode of expressing their grief or desire for other possibilities. However, it is impossible to discuss haunted memoir without discussing the ultimate ghost story, The Haunting of Hill House by Shirley Jackson. While it is fiction, there is something the haunted memoirist can learn from it. In the introduction of the Penguin Classics edition, Laura Miller writes:

“...horror turns on the dissolution of boundaries, between the living and the dead…In the psychological ghost story, the dissolving boundary is the one between the mind and the exterior world.”
 
This dissolution of boundaries, a rethinking of what is real, is essential to haunted memoir. 
 
Rethinking the real is important because what might be real for one person is different from what is real for someone else. Nonmarginalized people, culture, and literature have determined what is real for far too long. Haunted memoir unsettles those notions to show what is real for those of us living in the margins.

Haunted memoir illuminates the unseen. It provides another mode of expression for writers working outside normative constraints. It makes us all reconsider what is real and who decides what is real. As Elissa Washuta says, “For many of us, subscribing to a variety of belief systems, the supernatural is, in fact, natural.”

Ghosts at their core, are about communication. The past wants to communicate with us or we with it. Everyone is haunted in one way or another. Everyone has a ghost story. 

MODERATOR QUESTIONS 


Bruce: When discussing setting, Matthew Salesses in his craft book, Craft in the Real World, says that setting is about noticing – what is noticed and how that changes with who is doing the noticing. What does writing haunted memoir allow you to notice that traditional nonfiction may not? How much do ghosts change with context?

Jami:  I’ll be talking about how I am drawn to haunted memoir/haunted essays, and the larger genre of “speculative nonfiction” because it allows me to shift the balance. The dead can have as much space as the living, the spiritual as the physical, the unseen as the seen, etc. I think haunted memoir understands at its foundation what, in more traditional nonfiction—the kind descended from the white, male, journalistic canon—we might have to argue for. As for context, I’ll also probably talk a lot about the idea of yūrei (“faint spirits,” or roughly the Japanese concept for ghosts), and the difference between ghosts that haunt people and ghosts that haunt places. 

Elissa: I think of setting as being the bare details of place and time, “sense of place” being setting perceived and conveyed by a mind at work. In ghost stories as I know them, haunting is very place-based: ghosts are attached to places they can’t leave, and at the same time, their presence shapes the way place is sensed by the living.

Steffan: This is an interesting question because it’s true that I think writing this piece of haunted memoir required of me more “noticing” than my other work. Pacing and suspense—to match my own fears and anticipation and suspense in my experience—were integral to this type of storytelling. I had to do a lot of creating, manifesting the apparition through language. I do think different readers pick up on different things here, on what it is that is haunting me. I realize as I talk about this essay, that I so often forget to mention that it is very much a coming out story! Queerness is pervasive in the piece, and my fear surrounding coming out haunts the emotional arc of the piece, but the plot gets haunted by something else entirely. 

Nicole: I really love that quote from Mathew Salesses. When writing a haunted memoir, for me, it was not just what you can observe in a space at one moment—what the eye can physically see—but noticing feelings and forces that shape the easily observable. Ghosts, as a narrative tool, are ideal for noticing setting, I think, because, as they’re no longer confined to their time and bodies (even if they’re confined to a place), they can notice so much more than what is available to the living; at the same time, their lived experience is their ghost story, so there is a built-in tension across time and perspective. In that sense, ghosts change within the context of who notices them, or who you are when you notice them. 

Bruce: As I mentioned in my intro, ghosts can be actual and/or metaphoric, which makes me wonder about how those interact or overlap in your work. If you have both, did you start with one kind and the other followed? If you only have one, how did you develop the ghostliness of the work?

Jami: Ghosts function both literally and metaphorically in my work, as the book’s central question is how do we live with the things that haunt us, using yо̄kai & yūrei and other Japanese, Taiwanese, and Okinawan monster-y and ghost-y figures as an organizing principle. Each chapter begins with my sister’s color illustration of the creature/spirit. So in a very concrete way it’s an encyclopedia of ghosts and monsters, but it’s also about my father’s death and my bipolar disorder and intergenerational trauma, and I think in the latter sense it’s much more metaphoric. These things I can’t stop thinking about. The latter came before the former, but I couldn’t figure out how to write about them before figuring out that using the concrete ghosts was the only way I could talk about the metaphorical ones. 

Elissa: I’m not even sure where I started! It was nearly a decade ago that I began working on White Magic. But I believe I began with cultural representations of Native spirits and settler ghost stories about malingering ghosts in the very haunted place where I grew up in rural NJ. I didn’t really have a sense of spirituality when I was first working on the book, but that developed later, and I think the development was an organic process of documenting that spiritual change alongside the related experience of being “haunted” by the past in the form of trauma. 

Steffan: The ghost in my piece I suppose is literal—there is a seen object that is literal. But in that experience, and in writing it, even, I wasn’t writing with the intention of it being the main “ghost” in the piece. I knew it was a bait and switch for a, to me at that time, a more dangerous, more lived threat. The ghost in the piece, this floating orb, is many things, though, as it takes on the various narratives that people in the region have thrust upon it. Many of those iterations are based in racist or problematic tradition though, so regardless of if the orb is “real” or just a trick of the light, the stories that give it life are real, and they are systems that maybe if not seen visible by the naked eye, are real, literal systems nonetheless.

Nicole: I also have both real and metaphorical ghosts in my work. In the part of the South where I grew up, ghosts and ghosts stories were treated as real as actual life, or even more real than a lot of history. In revisiting childhood memories and the ghost stories and folk tales of where I’m from in South Carolina, I saw how intertwined family patterns were with the patterns happening in those stories: especially to women. And I found myself wanting to give the ghosts, the women ghosts mostly, the same kind of freedoms that I saw still lacking for my grandmother and other women around me. I wanted to unlearn some of the lessons I had picked up from those ghost stories, and to free those ghosts in some way, or at least consider them as living women and not tragedies or lessons.


Bruce: Ghosts can be a memory and a memory can trigger a haunting with both being strongly tied to time and place. How does time and place interact in your own haunted writing? How can haunted memoir represent those in ways other memoir might not be able to?

Jami: I’ll talk about how ghosts can link the past, present, and future, and also about the Japanese folklore concepts of ghosts and yо̄kai living in boundary/liminal space in both place and time (for example, twilight). Ideas of both time and place are very loose in my mind and imagination, and in my writing, too, we move back and forth through time and place frequently, so the anchors of my essays—the things that keep the reader grounded—are the stories of the yо̄kai (ghost-y monster-y figures) themselves. 

Elissa: My answer to this would build on my answer to the first question. My writing has always been very concerned with place and time–making that perceptible to readers was a struggle in my early prose writing, so I became very conscious of how to establish place and time in my writing. It turns out that just stating where and when something is happening is sort of useless in materializing it. We experience place through multiple senses, and time is hugely complex, shaped in a piece through various formal features. I think the use of synchronicities–recurring symbols in the essay–in my last book allowed me to create time loops, a sense of gesturing back and connecting to earlier points on a timeline, evoking the sense of being haunted by the past.

Steffan: Place is perhaps the biggest factor in the piece. Place informs the legend, and informs the demographics of the situation that led to this antiBlack, racist confrontation at its end. But I love this question too because I do think, similar to a lot of our work, place here contains not just the past but the future. My piece has a main plotline that transpires over the course of night, but it flashes back to a few years before as it accrues more information about the legend around the Spooklight. At the end of my piece, and my favorite part, even in its difficulty, I flash forward several years to the future, in a quick scene in which the trial of George Zimmerman gives my experience some new meaning. This “future” was the reason I ended up sitting down to the write piece, even if they were only tangentially related, so it has me thinking about the perspective of the writer and how the past and future are always speaking to one another.

Nicole: As so much more than a narrative device, ghosts, whether real or imagined, whether we knew them or not in life, offer a portal to communicate with the past, as well as different parts of ourselves. In that sense, I think a setting can also do the actual haunting, can be a ghost itself, instead of only being a stage for ghosts. I think the invisible, getting back to the first question about noticing and setting, is often an invitation. Ghosts encountered in my book, on the page or in life, I felt like were opportunities to revisit memories and settings. Time is like that too, and as ghosts are often both trapped by time, but also existing outside of time, it was important to me in my book to link the two, and hopefully offer the reader invitations, as I felt I was receiving them, to reconsider both memories and stories. 


Bruce: Does haunted memoir reflect more on form than other genres? Is it more meta than other genres?

Jami: I wonder if this is tied to the idea of ghost stories, or how often, stories of haunted-ness are relayed orally, person to person—that written/oral traditions is one of the few ways to document these narratives. I know my book reflects a lot on the question of how we tell the story of the things that haunt us, because the story we tell of the haunting shapes so much our understanding of it, I think. 

Elissa: Not necessarily, I don’t think. Humans are obsessed with narrative. Right now I’m writing about money, and there is nothing especially haunted about that, but it’s extremely meta, in that talking about the stock market means talking about layers of narrative. I do think that writing haunted memoir was a fantastic foundation for me to write about narrative, specifically the way we tell ourselves stories to make sense of the past and reassure ourselves about the future. 

Steffan: Yes, similar to what I said, I think this type of writing lends itself to being meta. I’m always interested in breaking the bounds of nonfiction, what is considered true or real or plausible by general audiences, and I think that writing about ghosts begs to engage with the bounds of the genre itself. I think if I were teaching a class of undergraduate students a piece of haunted memoir, they might be puzzled at first on its inclusion in a nonfiction course, but once they get to talking, they’d better understand how belief and the real is something that humans are contemplating all the time, even if they’re not always admitting it outright. 

Nicole: I don’t think so, even though it might be a favorite form. For me, it was the right one because of the setting I was writing about, and because the setting was inseparable from my experiences and the experiences of my family. It was a form I found the right opportunities, and the most fun in, to reflect on the role and shape of memoir. The stories about my family passed down ritually, told over and over, were told alongside ghost stories that were also shared that way: ritually, repeatedly. I think it’s a very natural combination—any kind of ghost story, fable, folk tale, and family histories. When do those merge and when is it time to separate them? Is that even possible? But other forms can do those things, too.


Q&A SESSION 
In-person events: at the end of the event, there will be time for a 10–15-minute Q&A session. Please pass the wireless microphone to the person posing the question or repeat all questions into one of the wired microphones. 
