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Trauma memoirs require careful emotional pacing, which means modulating the 
presentation of emotionally charged material. Emotional pacing involves decisions 
about which events to include, how to withhold or present details, and how to 
sequence events, often using narrative techniques to manipulate the distance 
between the narrator and events. In this panel, four memoirist offer strategies for 
guiding the reader’s experience in memoirs of near death, family secrets, and other 
difficult stories. 

Emotional Pacing in the Trauma Narrative  
(Aggie Stewart, Grace Talusan, Katherine Standefer, Alden Jones) 

 

Emotional pacing relies on wide array of literary devices and techniques to either amplify 
emotion in a scene or moment or to create space around such scenes and moments in order to 
allow the reader to breathe, to fully take in and appreciate the amplitude of an action or event. I 
think about Mary Karr’s use of humor in The Liars’ Club to provide comic relief following 
emotionally intense moments or Joy Harjo’s oscillation between poetry and prose in Crazy 
Brave to emotionally downshift or upshift around impactful moments and scenes or Maya 
Angelou’s use of poetic devices such anaphora—the repetition of words—or simile to amplify 
emotional moments in I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings or the way she shifts between 
exposition and narration like a camera lens zooming in or out from such moments. What are 
some of the techniques/narrative devices you use in your work to modulate the emotional story 
in your work, to either amplify or to create space for the reader to breathe? 

 

technique 
humor 

Mary Karr’s use of humor in The 
Liars’ Club to provide comic relief 
following emotionally intense 
moments  
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technique 
anaphora 

Maya Angelou’s use of 
poetic devices such 
anaphora—the repetition of 
words 


