HOW TO AVOID THE
VIGNETTE TRAP
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If you are a memoir writer, you may already have a large collection of vignettes (short scenes) written about
your life and tucked away in various journals and ﬁles. Or maybe you are in the process of writing them.
While it's certainly helpful to recall past events and organize background material, it's a mistake to start with
a bunch of pieces and attempt to build a story from them.

Rearranging the vignettes, putting them in chronological order, may help to orient readers in time, but it
won't necessarily sustain their attention. Unless you happen to be an extraordinarily gifted writer, the kind of
writer who writes such engaging prose that readers will devour anything you write, you will need to give
readers a good reason to keep reading. A reader who is left to ask, "What has this [snippet or scene] got to do
with anything?" is unlikely to keep reading for very long. Readers depend on the writer to guide them, to
show them the connections—to curate and assemble the pieces in a way that adds meaning. Without that
added meaning, readers are likely to get lost, frustrated and bored.

The "puzzle-piece approach"—that is, starting with vignettes and working backwards towards the meaning—
rarely leads to a story that ﬂows seamlessly. You've probably already discovered this if you've been stuck for a
while. All that time spent sifting through your collection, extracting what you feel are the most memorable
moments, rearranging the pieces in various ways, hoping a pattern will emerge . . . hasn't really worked.

The best way to get out of the vignette trap is to temporarily set aside all those pieces of writing. Really! Even
if you have 200 pages of them! Even if you love what you have written! Just step away for a moment and
consider the big picture. Focus on your intention: what story, exactly, do you want to tell? From what point in
time and space do you plan to tell it? In any given life, there are a million diﬀerent stories, and we must
decide which one we are telling and why. The rest? We need to let go and save them for another book,
another story, another time.

Be ruthless with the material of your life. If you know your story is about, say, how love conquers all (that’s
your point), then you know you need to start with a moment of either love or not-—a moment where the
whole point took root in your life. Select the best moment of your life to represent that idea, and let all other
such moments go. In this case, the last scene of your book might be a place where we see love conquering
something. Again, choose one moment to best represent that idea, and let all other such moments go. At each
step along the way, use this method of curating your material. It’s story ﬁrst, always. Anything that goes into
the book must serve the story.

Authority in writing comes from leading the reader through a particular narrative for a particular reason.
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DID YOU FI ND THIS
DOC UME NT HEL PFUL?
PRO-TIP:
Do you
know you
need help,
but aren’t
sure what
exactly you
need?
Visit our
website to
start your
research.

We invite you to check out what we have to oﬀer at Author Accelerator:
BLUEPRINT FOR A BOOK
An intense weekend of live video, Q&As and building the foundation
to your novel. Personalized feedback on all your assignments from a
book coach within a week.

LEARN MORE >>
S T O RY G E N I U S WO R K S H O P
A 10-week program based on Lisa Cron’s Story Genius method.
Personalized feedback on all your assignments from a book coach.

LEARN MORE >>
M A N U S C R I P T AC C E L E R AT O R
A 6-month no-excuses for starting and ﬁnishing a rough draft — and
ﬁnishing strong. Working with a coach is the best way to make your
dream of writing a book a reality.

LEARN MORE >>
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