Craft of Memoir: Themes, Structures, Scenes
Linda Joy Myers
National Association of Memoir Writers

Think about this: What is your memoir about?
What are the themes—the message, takeaway, universal lesson you want to offer the reader
in your memoir?

Themes

Childhood, Adolescent, and Coming of Age Memoirs—typically from

young age (like 5 or 6 through late teens/twenties)

Life Experience Memoirs—Motherhood, Career, Incarceration,

Extraordinary stories, Inspiring tales, Disease

Relationships—Love, Dating, Divorce, Friendship, Animal stories
Cultural/Ethnic/Sexuality Memoirs—Coming-out stories, Stories of growing
up within a particular culture, African American, Asian American, Southeast
Asian-specific stories, where race and ethnicity play a primary role in the story.
Food/Travel Memoirs—Cooking/eating/food movement stories; single destination,
theme-based travel

Survivor Memoirs—Harrowing childhood stories, War stories, Abuse (sexual,
physical, or emotional)

Addiction and Compulsion Memoirs—Drug or alcohol abuse, Smoking,
Parents of child with drug or alcohol problem, eating disorders

Spirituality Memoirs—Spiritual development, experiences with religion,

OVERVIEW OF STRUCTURES

Linear: From Point A to Point B, generally spanning an amount of time that’s
considered “slice of life.”

Example: Angela’s Ashes, The Tender Bar, Heavy

Framed: Also Point A to B, but using lots of flashback and memory to the



extent that the backstory is present in the front story, informing the “now”
narrator all along the way.

Example: Cheryl Strayed’s Wild, The Memory Palace, Inheritance
Thematic/Associative: Strongly rooted in a theme that allows you to cover
more time and distance as a result. May or may not be 100% linear. May use
associations (and/or themes) to cover more ground (bigger scope).

Examples: Eat, Pray, Love; Devotion, Linda Joy’s Song of the Plains

Braided: Two totally separate timelines, intertwined, either alternating scenes
or alternating chapters.

Example: James McBride’s The Color of Water; Melissa Cistaro’s Pieces of My Mother

From Themes to Scenes

TURNING POINTS

e These are the moments when your life changed significantly—something important
happened that connects with your theme(s.) You’re looking for the steppingstones that
will form the spine of your story.

e Be brief about the moment and the meaning. Be concise—don't write more than a
couple of lines.

e Put these moments on a timeline—which gives you a visual picture for what happened
when.

e You will then have an inventory of the significant moments that will turn into scenes.

Example of turning point list:
Place, year, how old? The significant moment? The meaning or point/the theme

Example: 1. 1963 San Francisco 20 years old Finding a job-and freedom
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Turning Points Will Become Scenes
e Which of your turning points have enough juice to become scenes? Don’t worry too
much about chapters early on; stay focused on your scenes.
e How can your scene be informed by your theme? Ask: is the scene you’re working on

related to what your book is about/and what the larger message is.

Every Scene Has . ..

* Some significant event or challenge that stimulates movement or action.

¢ A protagonist with ongoing conflicts and problems that aren't immediately solvable.

e Where: a setting where the moments of the scene take place.

e When: a time frame for the action.

e Sensual details: show how the story world feels, smells, tastes, and sounds. Vivid description
helps the reader feel and sense the moments in the scene.

e Characters: you the protagonist; other main and secondary characters.

In summary: necessary elements for scenes include place,
time, action, problem, characters, sensual details.

Tips:
* Turning points lead to scenes.
* A collection of scenes leads to chapters.
* Chapters develop the themes and create an arc that has a beginning, middle, and
end.

Consider the three-act structure:
* Beginnings: set up the themes and problems
* Middle: problems continue, getting more complex while solutions are sought for
and tried
* End: last act—solutions, resolutions, learning. Takeaways.



