
Event Title: The World Split Open: Four Women Poets on Memoir 
 
Event Description: “What would happen if one woman told the truth about her 
life?/ The world would split open,” wrote Muriel Rukeyser in the poem “Käthe 
Kollwitz.” How does truth telling and the construction of a voice differ in the 
genres of poetry and memoir? How do gender, class, and race figure into what is 
told? What world—if any—is split open? These poet/memoirists discuss the 
urgency of their turn to prose, also reading briefly from their memoirs. 
 
Event Category: Nonfiction Craft and Criticism 
 
Event Organizer, Moderator: Sharon Dolin 
 
Participants:  
Sharon Dolin is the author of seven poetry books, including the forthcoming 
Imperfect Present; the prose memoir Hitchcock Blonde; plus two books of poems 
by Gemma Gorga in translation, most recently Late to the House of Words. 
Associate Editor at Barrow Street Press, she directs Writing About Art in 
Barcelona. 
 
Jennifer Militello is the author of the memoir Knock Wood, winner of the Dzanc 
Nonfiction Prize, as well as five collections of poetry, including, most 
recently, The Pact, released in 2021 with Tupelo Press in the US and Shearsman 
Books in the UK. She teaches in the MFA program at New England College. 

Natasha Saje is the author of five books of poems, including the forthcoming The 
Future Will Call You Something Else; a postmodern poetry handbook; and a 
memoir-in-essays, Terroir: Love, Out of Place. She teaches in the MFA in Writing 
Program at the Vermont College of Fine Arts. 
 
Natasha Trethewey served two terms as the 19th Poet Laureate of the United 
States (2012-2014). In 2007 she was awarded the Pulitzer Prize in Poetry and in 
2019 she was elected to the Board of Chancellors of the Academy of American 
Poets. Her most recent book is Memorial Drive: A Daughter’s Memoir. 
 
Sharon Dolin will discuss her turn to prose from poetry, focusing on the use of 
metaphor as a way to approach writing a memoir, using Alfred Hitchcock’s movie 
characters as metaphors for her own life. She will discuss the concept of 
“peripheral memory” as her way of facing the traumas in her life by first looking 
away at a movie as a way to evoke painful memories and also to provide a respite 



for herself as well as the reader from emotionally charged material. She will also 
discuss the insights that became possible in this long form of writing, in which she 
could finally see links between disparate parts of her life. Ultimately, she will 
claim that both poetry and memoir have the same goal: to create a beautiful object 
out of painful memories. To illustrate her points, she will intermittently read brief 
sections from her memoir Hitchcock Blonde: A Cinematic Memoir. 
 
Jennifer Militello will discuss the definition of truth in both poetry and memoir 
and the ways in which events that shaped several of her poems “overflowed” into 
memoir as she worked to capture a more comprehensive version of that truth. She 
will discuss the ways in which poetry offers a suspension in time and space and 
how the telling of these same events in prose allowed her to more fully explore the 
role that class and gender played. She will address the transitions constructed—and 
also challenged—between incidents, events, and impressions in each genre, as well 
as how the writing of poetry lent her the tools to frame memoir in a way that resists 
or bridges genre classification. A short reading from her memoir Knock Wood will 
follow. 
 
Natasha Saje will discuss her turn to prose from poetry, discussing the challenges 
that writing in a new genre created, teaching herself how to write scenes and 
dialogue and create suspense in the work. She will discussing truth-telling and the 
construction of voice in prose versus poetry as well as the role of discovery and 
self-criticism, followed by a reading of a brief section from her memoir Terroir: 
Love, Out of Place. 
 
Natasha Trethewey will discuss her turn to prose from poetry, and the way her 
writing is inextricably bound up with living with grief and surviving trauma. All of 
her writing, both in poetry and prose, expresses living in the aftermath of her 
mother’s death. Her discussion will be followed by a reading of a brief section 
from her memoir Memorial Drive: A Daughter’s Memoir. 
 
Questions (if time allows):  
Has writing a memoir changed the way you think about or write poetry? If so, 
how?  
Did any ethical issues arise for you in publishing your memoir? 
Is there any advice you would like to offer to poets who are considering writing a 
memoir? 
 


