Generating Ideas
One of the most enjoyable (and sometimes most difficult) parts of creative nonfiction writing is discovering and excavating your material.  With that in mind, here are some starting points, pre-writing exercises, and possible angles for your writing.  Between these starting points and good, old-fashioned freewriting, there is no such thing as “writer’s block.”

1.  Write a journey story.  Because the journey has a built-in beginning, middle, and end, it lends itself particularly well to the personal essay.  Pre-writing:  Make a fast and furious list of journeys you’ve taken, from white-water rafting excursions to visits to cemeteries to that first, indelible trip to school.  Be aware of any topics that elicit a strong reaction from you or that stick in your mind without your understanding why.  Be on the lookout as well for contradictions, irony, the truth in cliché.

2. Write a profile of someone in 750 words or less.  This might be someone you know, someone you’ve never met, someone you’d like to meet (or to be).   Be as specific as possible, both in your evocation of this person and in trying to figure out why this person is important to you, what he/she represents in a larger sense.  Remember that any portrait of another person simultaneously reveals something about you.

3. Write a profile of a place.  You might visit a place you can observe, taking detailed notes about what’s going on there: sights, sounds, smells, textures, behaviors, atmosphere, etc.  Or you might write from memory, evoking a place that was once important to you.  Perhaps a place you miss.  Or perhaps a place that haunts you, though you can’t say why.  Write to discover the meaning of this place.

4. Write a profile of a time.  A short period of your life.  Or of someone else’s life. Or an era (adolescence, post-college drifting, the time just before the Internet).  Dare to make some large claims about this time, complementing them with specific moments of illustration.

5. Write from obsession.  What captivates you?  Why?  (If you know at the outset, choose another exercise.  Or another obsession.)

6. Write from abstraction.  Love, envy, pride, respect, fear, exhilaration… Play around with personification, with imagination, with the movement between narrative and exposition.

7. Write from exaggeration.  Take a good or bad trait (yours, someone else’s) and blow it all out of proportion.  See what this caricature ultimately leads you to, idea-wise.

8. Make lists.  Grotesque, funny, mundane, even profound lists.  “The People I Wish I’d Never Met”; “Forms of Procrastination”;  “What I Miss When I Close My Eyes.”  Make them quickly and without thinking too hard.  Then read back over your lists and see if any items carry a spark.

9. Choose a piece of nonfiction you admire and write an imitation of its style, tone, form.  

10. Write a how-to essay about some specific knowledge you’ve gained.  “How to Draw Blood” might end up being a piece about caretaking.   “How to Pack a Ten-Year-Old’s Lunch” could spark a meditation on the world of adolescence.  Be attuned to both the literal and the metaphorical aspects of your topic.

11. Nancy Mairs has a delightful essay called “On Being a Cripple.”  Write a piece that steals her title:  “On Being a _____.”  

12. Use the plot of a myth, legend, folktale, fairytale to structure an essay.  You might re-tell the narrative in a contemporary way.  You might be overt in your parallels between yourself and Rapunzel, or you might let the original story provide the fuel for your piece without referencing it directly.

13. Write about an affecting memory by drawing a vivid picture of it for the reader.  Why does this memory stay with you?  

14. Argue an issue that’s important to you.  You might go the way of cool reason, or you might forge an all-out emotional appeal.  But help the reader understand both the issue and your own investment in it.

15. Play with form.  Write a segmented essay with lots of white space on the page.  Write a series of scenes that have something in common, without telling the reader overtly what that something is.  

16. Write a piece in which “I” does not appear.  

17. Write from someone else’s point of view, paying attention to what you discover in the process.

18. Write about something that’s true.  “True” is a quality you’ll have to grapple with, defining and coming to understand what it means.  But begin with emotion.  What feels absolutely true to you?

19. Write from a question.  Your own, someone else’s, perhaps a question you’ve often heard repeated.  Again, think literally and metaphorically about the answer.

20. Write about a habit.  One you have, one you’d like to have, one you don’t want to give up.  Look the word “habit” up in the Oxford English Dictionary and see if its history sparks any ideas.

21. Write scenes and scenes and scenes.  Use sensory details to evoke atmosphere, along with specific dialogue and revealing descriptions.  Write nonfiction as if it were, in fact, a short story.

22. Make a timeline of the important moments of your life.  Then choose one that interests you and research what was going on in the world at that time.  Look for parallels, contrasts, material from history that will place your experience into a larger context.

