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Agenda

• Introducing 
ourselves

• Philosophy

• Gather the 
garbage

• Free-write

• You-know vs. 
You-then
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• 5 possible structures

• Beginning your
manuscript

• Scenes & Transitions

• Frameworks

• Resources

• Q & A



Introducing 
ourselves

• Who are you?
• What is your memoir?
• Where are you in your memoir 

project?
• What do you hope to get out 

of this class?
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My Memoir success 
(and lack thereof)

• Don’t Lick the Minivan: published!

• Farm memoir manuscript that’s 
so horrific I haven’t looked at it 
for five years.

• 40s aging manuscript… paused

• Middle grade ms (fictional but…)
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PHILOSOPHY

It is very difficult to plot 
an entire memoir 

before writing 
a number of scenes. 

You need to write 
yourself into a structure.
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I also believe this:
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Joyce Carol Oates said 
that  beginning a 
memoir is like having a 
dump truck pull up 
and dump tons of 
garbage on your head.



TO GATHER:
LOOK THROUGH THE 

GARBAGE FOR

“Shimmering 
Images” 

(p. 27)
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Collect your 
shimmering images
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Share a
shimmering

image…and steal 
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Gather some 
more



Pick a shimmering image: 
is it a mountain

or a valley?
Trace some steps that lead to

that and from that.
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Gather more 
still



Sift through 
the garbage.
(1) Gather
(2) Write. Have fun. 
Explore your voice. See 
where it takes you.
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Sift through the 
garbage…and write

“Start out in rough drafts, 
setting down stories as clearly 
as you can… If you trust the 
truth enough to keep unveiling 
yourself on the page…the book 
will naturally structure itself.”
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NOW-you
vs. THEN-you
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death of Warren

death of Gary

death of Marcel
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reflection

insight

distance
details

innocence

immediacy
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Sift through 
the garbage.

(1) Gather.
(2) Write some scenes. Explore 
your voice. See where it takes 
you.
(3) Attempt to unearth a structure.
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Say what?

Lisa Dale Norton says:
“You can’t get the 
structure until you know 
the meaning. You can’t 
know the meaning until 
you clarify the structure.”
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See you in the bar.

Marion Roach Smith says:
‘What’s your structure?’ has 

probably sent more more 
memoir writers home to 
drink gin straight out of the 
bottle than any other 
question.
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But seriously…

Try on different structures. 
Look for one that fits best. 
Then alter it, tailor it.
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Option 1: Single 
Sentence Structure

Consider the question: 
How did you grow up to 
become who you are?

Answer the question in a 
clear (but possibly 
complex) sentence.
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Option 1: Single 
Sentence Structure
How did you grow up to 
become who you are?
My working answer:
Through laughter, unspoken rules, and the known 
threat of death, I survived [my teenage years on a 
farm in rural Manitoba.]
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Option 1: Single 
Sentence Structure

Once you have a sentence, 
see if you can structure 
your memoir around the 
different phrases/clauses 
of that sentence.
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Option 1: Single 
Sentence Structure
My working answer:
Through unspoken rules, the known threat of 
death, and laughter, I survived.

Possible Structure:
° The unspoken rules of rural life
° The very real threat of death (3)
° Laughter
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Cheryl Strayed:
“The invisible, unwritten 
line of every essay [or 
memoir] should be 
‘and nothing was ever the 
same again.’”
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Option 2: Three-
Act Structure



Option 2: Three-
Act Structure
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ACT 1: You “before”—setting, conflict, 
who you are (imply why change needed)
ACT 2: Overcoming obstacles— up the 
stakes; problem/solve/new 
problem/repeat (MC achieved desire, 
but not need)
ACT 3: You “after”—resolve conflict, but 
not perfectly; how you changed



Option 2: three-act
Structure image
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Option 2: 3 (or 4!) Act 
Structure in W-SHAPE
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Option 3: Hero’s 
Journey Structure
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A collage about one topic:

°imagistic
°episodic
°poetic
°like a slide show 
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Option 4: Associative 
Structure



Or, for more structure:
Decide which memories are 

key and use them to find a 
structure.
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Option 4: Associative 
Structure



FLASH FORWARD: show 
what’s at stake emotionally 
(or, the “occasion of the 
telling”— see next slide)

CHRONOLOGY: scene-by-
scene
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Option 5:
Flash Forward, then… 

Chronology



beginning the manuscript: 
the occasion of the telling

The occasion of the 
telling: why tell this 

story now? 
THE CATALYST
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beginning the manuscript: 
the occasion of the telling
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beginning the manuscript: 
the occasion of the telling
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beginning the manuscript: 
the occasion of the telling
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Why now?
Draft the occasion of the telling for 
your memoir.



beginning the manuscript: 
the two you’s

The NOW-you has occasion to go 
back to the THEN-you.
In a memoir, there is that gap. 
NOW-you offers reflection/insight; 
THEN-you offers immediacy. 
They meet at the end.
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beginning the manuscript: 
the two you’s

Read the openings of 2-3 memoirs.
What do you notice? 
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The Rhythm: 
scene and transition

“The building blocks of creative 
nonfiction are little scenes or 
stories.”
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Highlighter test. Highlight each scene; 
75% + of each chapter will be scenes. 
The rest? Commentary, reflection, 
transition, historical context, the Now-you. 



The Rhythm: 
scene and transition
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(1) Find a scene. 

(2) Search for:

• Scene (Then-you)

• Commentary/reflection

• Historical Context

• The Now-you

• Transition



The Rhythm: 
scene and transition
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(1) Find a scene. 

(2) Take the emotional 
temperature at the start and 
then at the finish



FRAMEWORK:
A PREMISE FOR ORGANIZING

SAMPLE FRAMEWORKS:
• Things I Never Thought I’d Say

• Months of the Year

• Encyclopedia

• Recipes
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FRAMEWORK:
A PREMISE FOR ORGANIZING

SEARCH FOR SAMPLE FRAMEWORKS

Note: not all memoirs have frameworks
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WHAT IF NOTHING MAJOR 

HAPPENED to YOU?
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WHAT IF NOTHING MAJOR 

HAPPENED to YOU?:
FROM “ENCYCLOPEDIA OF AN ORDINARY LIFE”

I was not abused, abandoned, or locked up as a child. My parents 
were not alcoholics, nor were they ever divorced or died. We did not 
live in poverty, or in misery, or in an exotic country. I am not a 
misunderstood genius, a former child celebrity, or the child of a 
celebrity. I am not a drug addict, sex addict, food addict, or recovered 
anything. If I indeed had a past life, I have no recollection of who I 
was.

I have not survived against all odds.
I have not lived to tell
I have not witnessed the extraordinary.
This is my story. 
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RECOMMENDED 
RESOURCE

MarionRoach.com
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http://marionroach.com/


SOME FINAL THOUGHTS 
from the world of music:
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Glen Hansard 
talking to Shad on 
CBC Radio’s q … 

on putting 
together an album

THE CATALYST
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