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Abstract 

After three autobiographically inspired novels, Gary Shteyngart latest book, the memoir Little 

Failure (New York: Random House, 2014), invites the reader to identify the first-person 

narrator with the real-life author.  Shteyngart is not the only Russian immigrant who has 

recently turned to writing memoirs.  Other examples include Maxim Shrayer’s Leaving 

Russia: A Jewish Story (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2013).  Lara Vapnyar’s latest 

book, The Scent of Pine (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2014), even though it remains 

within the generic realm of fiction, could be described as a kind of “meta-memoir.” 

 

What accounts for Shteyngart’s transition from fiction to non-fiction?  One could be tempted 

to read his autobiographical narrative as a validation of the traditional immigrant success 

story.  The vehicle that allowed Shteyngart to realize the American Dream was his talent as a 

storyteller.  A major theme of his memoirs is thus the account of the author’s own gestation as 

a translingual writer. The process of writing in a second language about the process of 

becoming a writer in a second language gives the book its particular self-referential quality. In 

order to ascertain to what extent Shteyngart’s autobiography follows a more general pattern of 

Russian-Jewish life-writing, Little Failure will be compared and contrasted with Shrayer’s 

Leaving Russia and Vapnyar’s The Scent of Pine.  I will argue that in spite of the biographical 

overlap between Shteyngart and Shrayer, their memoirs occupy in many respect diametrically 

opposed positions vis-à-vis their Russian-Jewish identity.  Vapnyar’s novel, which 

symbolically enacts her own status as a translingual storyteller, demonstrates how any 

autobiographical narrative is inevitably based on voluntary and involuntary obfuscation, self-

projection, and imagination.  In that sense, her book provides a useful corrective for a too 

literal-minded reading of Shteyngart’s and Shrayer’s memoirs. 
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