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CHAPTER 1
Getting Grounded

How do we begin this amazing journey we call memoir writing? Your life is complex; there are so many stories to tell, and it can be difficult to decide what to include and what to leave out. Because of this, it’s easy for fledgling memoirists to leave their memoirs floating in the air, suspended from the earth, with nothing to anchor them. But everything you have experienced has taken place at a certain time and in a particular location, and it’s crucial to ground your memoir in those moments—and in the message you want to share.

The difference between writing just for yourself and writing for an audience—which is what you’re doing when you write a memoir—is the difference between writing in your journal and writing a book. There is absolutely real value in simply getting your writing out onto the page in any form, of course, but if you believe that there is a readership for your book, you will eventually need to sit down and sift through your story in an outwardly focused way. Ultimately, this process all comes down to figuring out your theme, message, and scope—and doing that starts with getting grounded.

To us, getting grounded means getting centered and getting connected with your story. Too many writers just jump in without thinking about what it is that they want to say or how they want to say it. In order to avoid falling into this trap and ending up spinning your wheels indefinitely, you need to figure out what focus your memoir will have.

FIGURING OUT YOUR CATEGORY

If you’re writing memoir, your genre, of course, is memoir. There are subgenres of memoir, categories and types, and understanding which one(s) your memoir belongs to is vital.

Deciding which category best fits the theme of your memoir is a subjective choice, and you may find that your memoir belongs in a few different subcategories. But it’s important that your memoir not try to broach all of the categories—that it not be a spiritual memoir that is also a humor memoir that is also a travel memoir that is also a coming-of-age memoir, for example. If you feel your memoir does span multiple categories in this way, there’s probably too much going on in your story, and you need to find a sharper focus.

You may know exactly what you’re doing—or trying to do—and if that’s the case, good for you! But for many writers, this isn’t the case. They’re trying to get their book to be too many things—perhaps because they don’t understand how valuable it is to pick a specific subgenre and stick to it, or perhaps because they find it difficult to make a decision about what kind of book they’re writing. If this is you, know that figuring out your category will ground you in what it is that you are currently doing and what it is that you actually want to do.

So let’s touch upon what some of these categories are, starting with coming-of-age memoir. This is very straightforward; usually these kinds of memoirs start when someone is around four or five years old and end in the teenage years. A classic example would be Augusten Burroughs’s Running with Scissors. Some people might say that Jeannette Walls’s The Glass Castle is also a coming-of-age memoir, but we place memoirs like these—stories that deal with difficult childhoods and/or abusive situations—in the transformation/survivor memoir category. This is where some subjectivity is going to play a role.

Another big category is life-experience memoirs. These are memoirs about motherhood, career, inspiring tales, extraordinary stories—for example, Between a Rock and a Hard Place, by Aron Ralston, who had to cut off his own arm to escape a life-or-death situation. Obviously that’s a very extraordinary story, but life-experience memoirs don’t have to be about something so extreme; they can be ordinary-life-event stories, too.

Then there are relationship memoirs—stories that deal with love, dating, divorce, friendship. These are very popular kinds of memoirs. A great example of a story that fits here is Truth and Beauty, Ann Patchett’s memoir about her friendship with Lucy Grealy, which was a best seller.

There are other categories as well (see the sidebar at the end of this chapter), but the point is, your readers need to be able to wrap their minds around what your story is. The minute you start saying that your story is about ten different things, it quickly becomes something that is just too much for your readers to process. So if you have more than six or seven subgenres that you can fit your book into, you want to begin to reconceptualize what it is that you’re writing and start to narrow your focus. Take note that memoir, by definition, presents a slice of life. It is different from autobiography in this way. A fellow memoir teacher once described it this way to us: Autobiography is the story of a life; memoir is a story from a life. It’s an important distinction.

A lot of writers go too big or take on too much in a single memoir because they think, Well, the more outrageous my story is, the better—and to some extent this is true, in the sense that a lot of memoirs that are either extraordinary or dysfunctional or wild in some way get a lot of attention. Many readers want to be transported; they want to experience something that is different from their lives. You need to be able to walk a fine line of recognizing where and how to rein in your own story. That starts with figuring out your category—and then figuring out your turning points.


TURNING POINTS


All of us have lived many moments, but not all of those moments are especially significant—and not all of them belong in our stories. Finding our turning points in life, moments of change, is how we grab hold of the important moments that belong in our memoir. They’re like little hooks, and they’re the foundation of any memoir. Turning points turn into scenes; scenes turn into a collection of scenes; and those collections of scenes, woven together with narration, turn into chapters. Simply put, this is how you build a memoir: by stringing together a series of turning points.

Writing a memoir, then, begins with figuring out what turning points you will include in your story. You can begin by brainstorming freely—by writing down as many turning points as you can come up with that you think might be relevant to your story. Some will be hugely significant; others will be less so, but they may be important to include, whether for context or for narrative continuity. Don’t worry too much about that initially. The big thing here is to get them down where you can look at them and sort through them.

Once you have a list of your turning points in front of you, you may start to feel overwhelmed by how much is there. What we recommend is that you try to cut your list down to around ten to fifteen turning points. Ten to fifteen points? you’re thinking. I can’t do that! We know it sounds difficult, but you absolutely can—and you need to. You’ll never get past that sense of being overwhelmed if you have fifty or one hundred items on your list. So think about your theme; think about what you really want to get across in your story. Then ask yourself, Of all the turning points I wrote down, which ones are the most relevant to my theme? Keep the most important ones, and discard the rest. (For now, anyway. It’s okay if you want to add some of them back in further down the line, but you want to start with only the essentials.)

This exercise is valuable for all memoirists, but especially for those who aren’t really clear about where they should start their story. That’s an important thing to think about before you start writing: where your story starts and where it ends. More often than not, we find that most people’s scope is too big. We frequently see people start at some point—age five, age seven, age ten—and go all the way to later in life. Some people can keep the focus needed for a memoir, but most will veer into autobiography territory. You may find when you’re looking at the turning points you’ve come up with that they are actually mapping out your autobiography, not your memoir. So it’s your job to choose which ones belong not in the story of your whole life, but in the story you’re trying to tell right now (and remember, many of you may have more than one memoir in you; maybe you can save some of these turning points for use in your next book!).

What you’ll find when you start to think about your turning points, noting which ones to include in your memoir, is that there’s a wealth of information in your life to choose from. You can approach your story from a particular place, such as themes that had a pattern like abuse or love relation-ships—or you can turn the angle ever so slightly and enter from a completely different place, perhaps themes that occur over decades. So there’s a bit of an experience of expansion and contraction here. We think it’s valuable to understand this, because people can easily become limited and small in their thinking, and what your turning points do is open up vast possibilities—and then you can go small again as you develop your focus and theme. The turning points help you to get a broader perspective on your overall story, but because they are specific moments, they also help you focus when you start to think about writing your scenes and turning them into chapters.

SCENES:
The Building Blocks of Memoir

If you want to write memoir, it’s critical that you understand how to write a scene. A scene draws upon your turning points, and it is up to you to decide which moments are important enough to “show” in a scene.” At the beginning of your book, you’ll be introducing people, including yourself, as characters. There’s movement and action in a scene, and sensual details, such as smells, sounds, and visual imagery. You’ll use description to paint a picture of where you were when things happened, and to place the reader there as well. You’ll include a kinesthetic sense of feeling and texture in your scenes, like the difference between the way snow feels under your boots and how a hot, humid day feels when you’re down to shorts and a sleeveless top. The end of a scene will often include a narrative passage that relates to what happened in the scene, a reflection that prompts the reader to consider the larger ramifications of your internal experience. This is the essence of takeaway, which is the result of good scene writing.

Consider the following points when you write your scenes:

• Place and setting—landscape, time of year, weather, towns vs. cities, etc.

• Characters—characters in action and dialogue

• Situation—what is the situation or problem?

• Action—how do different people in your scene react, move, respond?

• Dialogue—how do people talk (including body language)?

• Conflict—how do people express their differences?

• Context; time in history—when does the story occur in time?

• Sensual details—how does the world feel, smell, taste, sound?

Scenes are like the beads on a necklace of your larger narration. Think of a scene as a single moment in time that anchors your reader to a place that’s full of sensory details, like a cold winter morning in New England, sitting on the bleachers at your high school football stadium, smoking a cigarette. This is the anchor, and from that point you can move forward in a linear way, or you can flash back, departing from the “current” timeline to create more depth of understanding. Don’t forget to conclude your scenes. If you depart from your scene with reflection, come back! Make sure if you move forward in time that you show it, so that we don’t end up stuck with you out on those high school bleachers while you’ve moved along to college. As a rule of thumb, each scene builds connection, understanding, and a felt sense of the moment in your memoir. Scenes build chapters, and chapters build your book.

TIMELINE

Once you have your list of turning points compiled, you want to create a timeline. You can have a sense of humor and make it go all the way from zero to one hundred, or you can make it shorter—but keep in mind that your memoir is most likely going to be focused within a certain time frame in your theme, and you’re going to want to stay within that time frame. So if you do a timeline for your whole life, you’ll need to do a second one that focuses down on a smaller time period as you begin to get clear on your theme and messages.

Draw out your timeline on a large piece of paper or a poster board—something big enough to fit the time period you’re covering in one, continuous line. Use a pencil so you can make changes. Draw a horizontal line to represent the passage of time in your life, putting your starting date at the left side of the chart and your ending date on the right side. Divide the line in between into decades (or months, if you’re covering only a year or two), then map out your turning points by drawing vertical lines out from the appropriate places in the timeline, drawing a bubble at the end of each one and writing your turning points in those bubbles.

Get creative with this thing. Use colored pencils. Take your time charting your turning points. As you do, you’ll find that certain memories will spur other memories. Not only will you start thinking about what happened in the moments you’re mapping out, but you’ll notice the insights you gained during those moments, the meaning they have for you now. The more fun you can make this exercise—using different colors and images, even listening to music that inspires you or brings you back to the time that you want to write about—the better.



OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Breaking
Ground on
Your Memoir

(raft, Inspiration, and Motivation
for Memoir Writers

Linda Joy Myers, PhD, and Brooke Warer

Creators of WriteYourMemoirnSixMonths.com

[swp

SHE WRITES PRESS






OEBPS/images/9781631520112.jpg
Breaking
Ground on
Your Mem01r

Craft, Insplrat|on and Motlvatlon
for Memoir Writers

Linda Joy Myers, PhD, and Brooke Warner

Creators of WriteYourMemoirInSixMonths.com







