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J.M. Coetzee, Philip Roth and Günter Grass are contemporary novelists who have garnered 

international acclaim with their works, venturing into more explicitly autobiographical writing in their 

late careers. I propose to analyse these works as a creative form of testimony which attests to the 

difficulty of the novelist’s writing life. These writers employ narrative strategies that encourage the 

reader to question established boundaries of the life writing genre in favour of more creative concepts, 

such as literary autobiography. 

In Summertime, a fictional biographer, Mr Vincent, conducts interviews with contemporaries of the 

novelist Coetzee, collecting materials for a biography of the late author. Julia, a former lover, admits 

that her supposedly perfect recall of conversations is untrue: 

You must be getting worried. What have I let myself in for? You must be asking yourself. How 
can this woman pretend to have total recall of mundane conversations dating back three or 
four decades? And when is she going to get to the point? So let me be candid: as far as the 
dialogue is concerned, I am making it up as I go along. Which I presume is permitted, since we 
are talking about a writer. What I am telling you may not be true to the letter, but it is true to 
the spirit, be assured of that. Can I proceed?1 

She is ‘making it up as [she] go[es] along’, but believes this to be justified ‘since we are talking about a 

writer’. Julia’s confession of inventing or even lying are part of an autobiographical performance, one 

that speaks to the problem of autobiographically writing a novelist’s life. J.M. Coetzee, the absent 

novelist-‘character’ and author of Summertime, from which Julia’s statement is taken, is mentioned by 

her only in passing as a justification for taking creative license with her narrated dialogue. And yet, his 

presence pervades Julia’s words fully, given that he has written Summertime, making this statement 

by Julia an act of autobiographical self-representation by Coetzee. This is his confession just as much 

as it is Julia’s. The contradiction is marked by the prominent feature of his name on the book’s cover. 

Every claim and comment made about the late Coetzee by the characters in Summertime is composed 

and crafted by the author himself, so the hidden, yet obvious presence of the novelist gives the book’s 

supposedly biographical outlook an autobiographical twist.  

Julia’s testimony about Coetzee is a performative contradiction. One way in which Coetzee’s, Roth’s 

and Grass’s autobiographical works generate an aesthetic of performative contradiction is by 

portraying memory and sincerity in autobiography through stylistic choices that acknowledge the 

fraught and instable nature of these notions. Julia’s juxtaposition of ‘total recall’ with deliberate 

                                                             
1 J.M. Coetzee, Summertime (London: Vintage, 2010), p. 32. 



invention of dialogue exemplifies the unreliability of memory in conflict with the desire to be ‘true to 

the spirit’ of a memory.  

I will show how Coetzee, Roth and Grass develop a creative form of testimony in autobiographical 

writing which accounts for the novelist’s life of writing fiction with innovations on the level of style 

that challenge the life writing genre to include contradiction as a form of testimony.  

 

 


