
Aspect of Craft Selection from Ballenger’s Crafting Truth Page 
Art of Reflection White , “Ring of Time” 25 
 Sanders, “Inheritance” 48 
 Dubus, “Broken Vessels” 54 
 Baldwin, “Native Son” 31 
 Didion, “Dreamers” 36 
 McCourt, Angela’s Ashes 97 
 Williams, Refuge 106 
   
Endings Baldwin, “Native Son” 31 

 
   
   
Description Didion, “Dreamers” 36 
 Ehrlich,  Solace 93 
 Agee, Let Us Praise 121 
 Blue, All But the Waltz 101 
   
Structure Walker, “Beauty” 42 
 Monson, “Outline” 69 
 Momaday, “Way to Rainy Mountain” 84 
 Purpura, “Autopsy Report” 170 
 Williams, Refuge 106 
   
Scene Dubus, “Broken Vessels” 54 
 Wolff, This Boy’s Life  
 Blue, “All But the Waltz”  
 Capote, In Cold Blood 126 
 Larson, Devil in White City 146 
   
Ethics Mairs, “On Touching” 59 
 Sedaris, “Santaland Diaries” 64 
 Mitchell, “Old Mr. Flood”  152 
 Larson, Devil in White City 146 
 Kingston,  Woman Warrior 89 
 Capote, In Cold Blood 126 
   
Leads Didion, “Dreamers” 36 
   
Genre Monson, “Lyric Essay” 69 
 Momaday, “Way to Rainy Mountain” 84 
 Kingston, “Woman Warrior” 89 
 Purpura, “Autopsy Report” 170 
 Slater, “Lying” 182 



   
Persona Eggers, A Heartbreaking Work 110 
 Sedaris, “Santaland Diaries” 64 

 Mailer, Armies 132 
 Wolfe, Electric Koolaid 136 
   
Character/Profile Mitchell, “Old Mr. Flood” 152 
 Kramer, Cowboy 141 
 Orlean, “The American Man” 210 
 Bissinger, “Boobie” 206 
 Agee, Let Us Praise  
Research Ackerman, Natural History 157 
 Purpura, “Autopsy Report” 170 
 Momaday, “Way to Rainy Mountain” 84 
 Larsen, Devil in the White City 146 
 Agee, Let Us Praise  
 

 

Art of Reflection 

The movement between now and then-narrator is a feature of many of the excerpts, 
but these variations are particularly worth examining.  Didion is the master the 
master of the one-line reflection, a quick and often devastating strike of reflective 
insight.  The White selection on the circus girl begins with the particularity of scene 
and then whirls out into a commentary on its “universal magic.”  White’s now-
narrator is notable in the personal essay tradition for its whimsical, wise, 
sentimental, and sometimes vulnerable voice. Sanders writes in the tradition of 
White, moving back and forth from showing and telling.  It’s interesting to contrast 
all of these writers whose reflective turn is usually so apparent with the excerpt 
from McCourt.  Angela’s Ashes was written from the point of view of a boy.  How 
does the man—McCourt—find room to express the insight that the writer brings to 
the experiences of the boy? William’s excerpt from Refuge is an interesting of 
extended reflection. 

Endings 

There is ample discussion of what makes a strong beginning to nonfiction work but 
little of what constitutes a strong ending.  This is odd, especially since we all know 
the end of any work may be its most important part.  The only excerpt to study 
(other than the full essays at the back of the book) to look at the chemistry of ending 
is Baldwin’s.  But what an amazing ending it is. 

Description 



There’s nothing quite like Agee’s extended description of the smell of the Gudger’s 
shack.  Rarely do we see such an intense description that draws on multiple senses.  
Both Didion and Ehrlich are extraordinary observers of place—Didion with her 
nearly list-like (and deeply ironic) inventory of the San Fernando valley in the 
sixties, and Ehrlich with her lyric descriptions of Wyoming winters.  The Blue 
excerpt provides an excellent example of how description (and scene) deploys 
details with a logical arrangement—spatial or narrative. 

Structure 

 Excerpts can only allow study of micro-structures:  the organization of scene, 
description, beginnings, endings, and so on.  But there are hints of larger designs, 
especially the segmented (and recurrent) structure of Walker’s “Beauty.”  The use of 
line spaces—how they not only create segments but new points of emphasis—is 
always worth studying.  The Momaday excerpt might be most striking.  He uses a 
three segment pattern throughout the memoir in a pattern of mythical, historical, 
and autobiographical mosaics.  The use of font to signal these differences hints at 
the lyrical essay.  Monson’s excerpt also showcases how the entire work is 
organized.  He uses the Harvard outline—a found form—as a design for his essay 
that mines the memory of his family.  Purpura’s “Autopsy Report” at the back of the 
book is a fuller study of the lyric form and the segmented essay structure.  I included 
the Williams excerpt from Refuge because the book from which it is drawn is 
structured around the rise and fall of the water levels at Great Salt Lake during a 
flood year. 

Scene 

Novelists like Tobias Wolff,  Frank McCourt, and Truman Capote create nonfiction 
scenes that we recognize from fiction: spare, often dialogue-driven that typically 
have some kind of dramatic action.  It’s useful, then, to study scenes like those in 
Blue and Dubus in which the remembered scene features—at least overtly—much 
less drama.  In fact, sometimes the “action” in a nonfiction scene is a moment of 
insight.  But something always does happen in a scene, and it’s useful to study these 
excerpts for elements of design, including point-of-view (camera position) and the 
sense of space.  Scenes often seem to create three dimensions, a space through 
which people or things move or can be seen. For fun, it might be interesting to look 
as well at how scenes are created through research.  For that, use Capote or Larson 
excerpts. 

Ethics 

The discussion of truth telling is both fascinating and exhausting.  What is the 
nonfiction writer’s primary obligation: to the reality of what happened or to the 
story?  What kind of “fabrication” or imagining is reasonable?  Most of these 
excerpts raise these questions.  The Mitchell excerpt on “Old Mr. Flood” is a 
composite character.  The Larson and Capote scenes both take the point of view of 
dead people, making assumptions about what they were thinking in moments they 



were alive.  Kingston’s excerpt takes a turn into fantasy.  What are we willing to 
allow when it comes to “getting things right?”  The Mair’s excerpt raises interesting 
questions about both how much confession we are comfortable with in nonfiction, 
and the ethical issues of how those confessions impact others.  Finally, humor 
(Sedaris) presents a special case.  Do we permit exaggeration in nonfiction?  Sedaris 
says his essays are “truthy” but is that enough?  These ethical questions are linked to 
genre, of course, and ultimately raise the question of what we mean when we say 
something is a work of nonfiction. 

Leads 

How we begin—what journalists often call the “lede”—matters enormously, and not 
just because it must capture the reader’s interest.  Beginnings make promises, 
implying not only the purpose of the piece but also where it is going.  Leads 
establish the narrator’s persona, and his or her relationship with the subject. Didion 
is a master of beginnings (surpassed only by George Orwell essays), and the lead to 
“Dreamers of the Golden” dream is worth analyzing at length. 

Genre 

The quickest way to disrupt assumptions about the conventions of creative 
nonfiction would be to teach Monson and Momaday.  The excerpt from Monson’s 
essay shows how he uses the form of the Harvard outline to writing about his 
Michigan mining family.  Brenda Miller calls works like these “hermit crab” essays, 
because they borrow a form from the world—outlines, rejection letters, liner notes, 
and so on—which becomes a shape for the material to inhabit.  Momaday’s memoir 
uses three chunks of text, each with a different font, that float together in each 
chapter like icebergs in a sea of memory.  The other readings suggested here raise 
questions about the implied contract nonfiction works make with the readers:  Can 
you lie (Slater)?  Can you make fantasy a part of true stories (Kingston)? 

Persona 

Philip Lopate suggests that every essay has an “I-character,” a persona that is 
established very early on.  Vivian Gornick argues that finding this persona is the 
great challenge of writing memoir.  But how is that persona established?  These 
selections offer some very different personas.  Some, like Sedaris and Eggers, are 
quirky.  They have a complicated relationship with themselves that expose their 
contradictions.  Sedaris, for instance, can be both snooty and intensely self-critical.  
The presence of the author can also be managed by narrative point of view, and both 
Mailer and Wolfe make unconventional choices about that.  Mailer invents multiple 
personas in Armies and Wolfe essential disappears in Acid Test, much like Capote 
does in  Cold Blood. Yet stylistically Wolfe is very much present.  He’s there but not 
there. 

Character/Profile 



Writing about other people, whether it’s an extended treatment as in a profile, or 
just another character in a writer’s personal narrative, is a special kind of challenge.  
How does one best describe physical characteristics?  How can scene and situation 
reveal the qualities and quirks of character?  What role does the narrator play in all 
of this? Kramer’s Cowboy is a master work in this regard.  The excerpt doesn’t do it 
justice.  But collectively, all of the excerpts show the many ways character can be 
rendered. 

Research  

These selections offer several ways of thinking about research in creative nonfiction, 
and collectively they illuminate the many possibilities.  First, there is the 
incorporation of fact in nonfiction narrative.  Ackerman is a master of this, finding 
ways in to attach factual information on the backbone of story so it never feels like 
research.  Then there is fieldwork, or what Robin Hemley calls “immersion” writing.  
Purpura decides to actually watch an autopsy and Agee spends six weeks with 
tenant farmers during the depression.  Finally, there is Larson’s work, which relies 
on extensive historical research that becomes the basis of constructing a story that 
reads like fiction.  If an historical scene isn’t invented as a novelist might, how does a 
nonfiction writer do it?  The excerpt is a wonderful prompt for speculation about 
the kinds of research this requires. 


