


http://www.dummies.com/cheatsheet/memoirwriting
http://www.dummies.com
http://www.dummies.com
http://www.dummies.com


by Ryan G. Van Cleave, PhD
Memoir writing instructor

Memoir 
Writing

FOR 
DUMmIES

‰



Memoir Writing For Dummies®

Published by 
John Wiley & Sons Canada, Ltd. 
6045 Freemont Blvd. 
Mississauga, ON  L5R 4J3 
www.wiley.com

Copyright © 2013 by John Wiley & Sons Canada, Ltd. 

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form 
or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning or otherwise, except as 
permitted under Sections 107 or 108 of the 1976 United States Copyright Act, without either the prior 
written permission of the Publisher. Requests to the Publisher for permission should be addressed to the 
Permissions Department, John Wiley & Sons Canada, Ltd., 6045 Freemont Blvd., Mississauga, ON L5R 4J3, 
or online at www.wiley.com/go/permissions. For authorization to photocopy items for corporate, 
personal, or educational use, please contact in writing The Canadian Copyright Licensing Agency (Access 
Copyright). For more information, visit www.accesscopyright.ca or call toll free, 1-800-893-5777.

Trademarks: Wiley, the Wiley logo, For Dummies, the Dummies Man logo, A Reference for the Rest of Us!, 
The Dummies Way, Dummies Daily, The Fun and Easy Way, Dummies.com, Making Everything Easier, and 
related trade dress are trademarks or registered trademarks of John Wiley & Sons, Inc. and/or its affiliates 
in the United States and other countries, and may not be used without written permission. All other 
trademarks are the property of their respective owners. John Wiley & Sons, Inc. is not associated with any 
product or vendor mentioned in this book.

LIMIT OF LIABILITY/DISCLAIMER OF WARRANTY: THE PUBLISHER AND THE AUTHOR MAKE NO 
REPRESENTATIONS OR WARRANTIES WITH RESPECT TO THE ACCURACY OR COMPLETENESS OF THE 
CONTENTS OF THIS WORK AND SPECIFICALLY DISCLAIM ALL WARRANTIES, INCLUDING WITHOUT 
LIMITATION WARRANTIES OF FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE. NO WARRANTY MAY BE 
CREATED OR EXTENDED BY SALES OR PROMOTIONAL MATERIALS. THE ADVICE AND STRATEGIES 
CONTAINED HEREIN MAY NOT BE SUITABLE FOR EVERY SITUATION. THIS WORK IS SOLD WITH THE 
UNDERSTANDING THAT THE PUBLISHER IS NOT ENGAGED IN RENDERING LEGAL, ACCOUNTING, OR 
OTHER PROFESSIONAL SERVICES. IF PROFESSIONAL ASSISTANCE IS REQUIRED, THE SERVICES OF 
A COMPETENT PROFESSIONAL PERSON SHOULD BE SOUGHT. NEITHER THE PUBLISHER NOR THE 
AUTHOR SHALL BE LIABLE FOR DAMAGES ARISING HEREFROM. THE FACT THAT AN ORGANIZATION OR 
WEBSITE IS REFERRED TO IN THIS WORK AS A CITATION AND/OR A POTENTIAL SOURCE OF FURTHER 
INFORMATION DOES NOT MEAN THAT THE AUTHOR OR THE PUBLISHER ENDORSES THE INFORMATION 
THE ORGANIZATION OR WEBSITE MAY PROVIDE OR RECOMMENDATIONS IT MAY MAKE. FURTHER, 
READERS SHOULD BE AWARE THAT INTERNET WEBSITES LISTED IN THIS WORK MAY HAVE CHANGED 
OR DISAPPEARED BETWEEN WHEN THIS WORK WAS WRITTEN AND WHEN IT IS READ.

For general information on John Wiley & Sons Canada, Ltd., including all books published by Wiley 
Publishing Inc., please call our distribution centre at 1-800-567-4797. For reseller information, including 
discounts and premium sales, please call our sales department at 416-646-7992. For press review copies, 
author interviews, or other publicity information, please contact our publicity department, Tel. 416-646-
4582, Fax 416-236-4448.

Wiley also publishes its books in a variety of electronic formats. Some content that appears in print may 
not be available in electronic books.

Library and Archives Canada Cataloguing in Publication

Van Cleave, Ryan G. 
 Memoir writing for dummies / Ryan Van Cleave.

(--For dummies) 
Includes index. 
Issued also in electronic formats. 
ISBN 978-1-118-41464-4

1. Autobiography--Authorship.  I. Title.  II. Series: 
For dummies

CT25.V37 2013	  808.06’692	 C2012-908419-0 

ISBN 978-1-118-41464-4 (pbk); 978-1-118-41466-8 (ebk); 978-1-118-41467-5 (ebk); 978-1-118-41465-1 (ebk)

Printed in the United States

http://www.wiley.com
http://www.wiley.com/go/permissions
http://www.accesscopyright.ca


About the Author
Ryan G. Van Cleave is the award-winning author of 20 books, including two 
creative writing textbooks, an illustrated humor book, and a memoir. Ryan 
graduated from Florida State University with an MA and PhD in English. 
He then taught at such places as Clemson University, Eckerd College, the 
University of Wisconsin-Green Bay, the University of Wisconsin-Madison, as 
well as at prisons, community centers, and urban at-risk youth facilities. His 
literary honors include a Gold Medal in the Florida Book Awards, a Edward H. 
and Marie C. Kingsbury Fellowship at Florida State University, the Anastasia 
C. Hoffman Fellowship at the University of Wisconsin-Madison’s Institute 
for Creative Writing, and the Jenny McKean Moore Writer-in-Washington 
Fellowship at George Washington University, among others. 

Ryan currently works as a freelance writer, a writing coach, an international 
speaker on video games and digital media, a professor of liberal arts and 
coordinator of creative writing at the Ringling College of Art and Design,  
and the executive director of a nonprofit publishing house, C&R Press  
(www.crpress.org) that he co-founded in 2006. Check out Ryan’s website 
at www.ryangvancleave.com. 

Dedication
To the many writing students of all ages who have ever entered my class-
room, let Writing Memoir For Dummies serve as my answer to your two most 
common questions: Is my life worth writing about? Do I have what it takes to 
write a memoir? (The answers are yes and yes!)

Author Acknowledgments
I want to thank the many individuals whose efforts, commitment, and 
expertise helped make this book better at every stage of its development. 
Specifically, I thank the fine people at Wiley who immediately recognized the 
value of a book on memoir writing, including Anam Ahmed, Chad Sievers, 
Therese Garnett, and Erika Zupko. Heartfelt thanks also to my talented tech-
nical editor Dinty Moore, a gifted teacher and writer whose memoir Between 
Panic & Desire is a lesson itself in how to write memoirs.

I also thank my wife Victoria and our kids — Valerie and Veronica — for  
holding down the fort during the months it took to research and write the 
book you now hold in your hands.

http://www.crpress.org
http://www.ryanvancleave.com


Publisher’s Acknowledgments
We’re proud of this book; please send us your comments through our online registration form 
located at http://dummies.custhelp.com. For other comments, please contact our Customer Care 
Department within the U.S. at 877-762-2974, outside the U.S. at 317-572-3993, or fax 317-572-4002.

Some of the people who helped bring this book to market include the following:

Acquisitions and Editorial
Associate Acquisitions Editor: Anam Ahmed

Production Editor: Pamela Vokey

Project Editor: Chad R. Sievers

Copy Editor: Chad R. Sievers

Editorial Assistant: Kathy Deady

Cartoons: Rich Tennant  
(www.the5thwave.com)

Cover photo: © Barbara Ferra Fotografia / 
Getty Images (main image);  
© Dave White / iStockphoto ( SD card); 
© Agnieszka Kirinicjanow / iStockphoto 
(photo of children)

Composition Services
Senior Project Coordinator: Kristie Rees

Layout and Graphics: Carl Byers

Proofreaders: John Greenough,  
Shannon Ramsey

Indexer: Palmer Publishing Services

John Wiley & Sons Canada, Ltd.

Deborah Barton, Vice President and Director of Operations

Jennifer Smith, Vice-President and Publisher, Professional & Trade Division

Alison Maclean, Managing Editor

Publishing and Editorial for Consumer Dummies

Kathleen Nebenhaus, Vice President and Executive Publisher

David Palmer, Associate Publisher

Kristin Ferguson-Wagstaffe, Product Development Director

Publishing for Technology Dummies

Andy Cummings, Vice President and Publisher

Composition Services

Debbie Stailey, Director of Composition Services

http://dummies.custhelp.com
http://www.the5thwave.com


Contents at a Glance
Introduction................................................................. 1

Part I: The First Steps to Writing a Memoir..................... 7
Chapter 1: The Lowdown on Memoir Writing: Just the Basics..................................... 9
Chapter 2: Getting Started: What You Need to Know about 

Writing Your Memoir..................................................................................................... 17
Chapter 3: Understanding What Readers Expect:  

The Story Behind a Good Story.................................................................................... 35
Chapter 4: Researching and Remembering: Gathering Enough Material.................. 47
Chapter 5: Developing Ideas like the Pros..................................................................... 61

Part II: Telling Your Story with Pizzazz......................... 75
Chapter 6: Giving Your Story Some Structure.............................................................. 77
Chapter 7: Establishing the Setting and Scene.............................................................. 93
Chapter 8: The Character of Characters...................................................................... 111
Chapter 9: Making the Most of Dialogue...................................................................... 129
Chapter 10: Realizing the Power of Voice.................................................................... 153
Chapter 11: Handling Point of View.............................................................................. 165
Chapter 12: Bold Beginnings and Fantastic Finishes................................................. 179

Part III: Revising, Editing, and Pushing  
Your Story to the Next Level...................................... 193
Chapter 13: Adjusting the Big Picture: Fine-Tuning Structure and Story................ 195
Chapter 14: Ensuring the Theme and Meaning Are What You Want....................... 207
Chapter 15: Making Revisions....................................................................................... 221
Chapter 16: Streamlining Your Story with Sentence-Level Edits.............................. 231
Chapter 17: Saying the Unsayable: Knowing What to Include or Exclude............... 251

Part IV: Sharing Your Story: A Publishing Primer........ 263
Chapter 18: Locating and Landing a Literary Agent................................................... 265
Chapter 19: Making Sense of Traditional Publishing and  

the Submission Process.............................................................................................. 281
Chapter 20: Going It Alone: Self-Publishing and E-Publishing................................... 299
Chapter 21: Promoting Your Finished Product (and Yourself)................................ 317



Part V: The Part of Tens............................................ 333
Chapter 22: Ten Myths about Memoirs....................................................................... 335
Chapter 23: Ten Reasons Memoirs Are Rejected....................................................... 341
Chapter 24: Ten Tips to Writing Your First Book....................................................... 347

Index....................................................................... 353



Table of Contents
Introduction.................................................................. 1

About this Book................................................................................................ 1
Conventions Used in this Book....................................................................... 2
What Not to Read............................................................................................. 3
Foolish Assumptions........................................................................................ 3
How This Book Is Organized........................................................................... 4

Part I: The First Steps to Writing a Memoir......................................... 4
Part II: Telling Your Story with Pizzazz................................................ 4
Part III: Revising, Editing, and Pushing  

Your Story to the Next Level............................................................. 5
Part IV: Sharing Your Story: A Publishing Primer............................... 5
Part V: The Part of Tens......................................................................... 5

Icons Used in this Book................................................................................... 6
Where to Go from Here.................................................................................... 6

Part I: The First Steps to Writing a Memoir..................... 7

Chapter 1: The Lowdown on Memoir Writing: Just the Basics .  .  .  .  .  .  9
Understanding What Makes a Memoir a Memoir....................................... 10
Naming the Essential Parts of a Memoir...................................................... 10
Making the Necessary Revisions and Edits to Help 

Your Memoir Shine..................................................................................... 11
Focusing on the End Goal: Publishing ........................................................ 12
Answering the Question: Why Do You Want to Write a Memoir?............ 14

Chapter 2: Getting Started: What You Need to Know 
about Writing Your Memoir . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  17

Figuring Out Why Anyone Would Want to Write a Memoir...................... 18
You’re an authority in your field (or you aspire to be one)............ 18
You have a powerful, unique story to share..................................... 19
You want to understand/know yourself better................................. 20
You want to document your life......................................................... 20
You want to set the record straight................................................... 21
You enjoy a challenge.......................................................................... 22
You enjoy playing with language........................................................ 22
You find writing therapeutic............................................................... 23
You can’t help but write...................................................................... 23



Memoir Writing For Dummies viii
Granting Yourself Permission to Write a Memoir...................................... 24

Creating the reading experience of fiction with facts...................... 24
Using elements of your life versus your entire life........................... 25

Focusing on More Than Just Fame and Fortune......................................... 26
Tapping into the Vaults of Memory............................................................. 27

Doing your best to remember............................................................. 28
Discovering your past.......................................................................... 28
Engaging your history.......................................................................... 29

Contemplating Reading’s Role...................................................................... 30
Examining bestseller lists.................................................................... 30
Imitating how to write.......................................................................... 31
Finding your audience.......................................................................... 32

Writing Exercises to Just Get You Started in the Right Direction............ 33

Chapter 3: Understanding What Readers Expect:  
The Story Behind a Good Story .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  35

Following the Traditional Story.................................................................... 36
Building your character’s history: Pattern........................................ 37
Evolving: External change.................................................................... 37
Upping the ante: Complication........................................................... 39
Guiding the story: Internal change..................................................... 40

Seeing Your Story as a Pyramid.................................................................... 41
Starting the story: Exposition and inciting action............................ 41
Increasing the emotion: Rising action................................................ 42
Reaching the emotional peak: Climax................................................ 43
Starting to resolve: Falling action....................................................... 44
Wrapping up everything: Resolution................................................. 44
Looking at an example of the pyramid structure:  

Little Red Riding Hood...................................................................... 45
Eyeing the Importance of Plot....................................................................... 46

Chapter 4: Researching and Remembering:  
Gathering Enough Material .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  47

Tapping into Your Past: Unlocking Your Memories.................................. 48
Coloring with crayons.......................................................................... 48
Practicing deep thinking and breathing............................................. 49

Putting on Your Researcher’s Cap: Uncovering  
Vital Info about Yourself............................................................................ 50

Examining childhood photos and home movies and videos.......... 51
Reading old newspapers, books, and magazines............................. 52
Seeing what’s been saved in scrapbooks.......................................... 53
Flipping through your school yearbooks.......................................... 53
Checking vital records......................................................................... 53

Using Others as a Mirror to See Yourself.................................................... 54
Starting with others’ stories................................................................ 55
Using personal interviews................................................................... 55



ix Table of Contents

Sticking to the Truth: Avoid Embellishment............................................... 56
Identifying the difference between truth-truth and story-truth..... 58
Grasping why honesty matters........................................................... 58

Writing Exercises to Jumpstart Your Memory........................................... 59

Chapter 5: Developing Ideas like the Pros .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  61
Summoning Your Muse: How to Get Inspired............................................. 62

Finding and recognizing inspiration................................................... 62
Location, location, location................................................................. 64
Protecting your time to write.............................................................. 66
Dealing with (or creating) distractions.............................................. 67
Keeping a journal.................................................................................. 68
Staying away from booze and drugs.................................................. 69

Giving Yourself Some Structure.................................................................... 70
Put yourself on the Stephen King plan............................................... 70
Take a writing class.............................................................................. 70
Join a critique group............................................................................ 71
Join a professional organization......................................................... 71
Subscribe to a writer’s magazine........................................................ 72
Find an ideal reader.............................................................................. 72

Breaking Past Writer’s Block......................................................................... 73
Checking your ego at the door............................................................ 73
Silencing your inner critic................................................................... 73
Writing a zero draft............................................................................... 74
Focus on writing, not on publication ................................................ 74

Part II: Telling Your Story with Pizzazz......................... 75

Chapter 6: Giving Your Story Some Structure  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  77
Going in Chronological Structure................................................................. 78
Taking a Semi- (or Anti-) Chronological Structure..................................... 79
Going with an Episodic Structure................................................................. 80

Grasping the power of bite-sized scenes........................................... 81
Considering the unexpected publishing  

benefit of an episodic structure...................................................... 82
Sticking with a Thematic Structure: Focus on Connective Threads........ 82
Recognizing Unconventional Structures..................................................... 84
Developing an Outline that Works for You................................................. 85

Creating a basic outline: No painkillers required............................. 86
Using an outline: Take advantage of the benefits............................. 87
Identifying the different types of outlines......................................... 88
Knowing when to throw out your outline.......................................... 90

Writing Exercises on Story Structure........................................................... 91



Memoir Writing For Dummies x
Chapter 7: Establishing the Setting and Scene .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  93

Maximizing the Power of a Scene................................................................. 94
Facing resistance to reach a goal ...................................................... 94
Thinking about sequels........................................................................ 95
Using story beats.................................................................................. 96

Defining Setting: Where It’s All At ................................................................ 99
Including the natural world................................................................. 99
Dialogue your way into setting......................................................... 100
Try a little culture............................................................................... 100

Creating a Sense of Place............................................................................. 101
Adding dimensions: Physical space................................................. 102
Describing setting with movement................................................... 102
Noting familiarity with surroundings............................................... 102
Noting the time.................................................................................... 103

Working with Atmosphere.......................................................................... 104
Intensifying mood............................................................................... 104
Foreshadowing: What’s to come....................................................... 105

Tackling Exposition: Keeping on Task....................................................... 106
Incorporating Narrative Summary: Knowing When It Makes Sense...... 108
Making History Come Alive Through Using the Present Tense.............. 109
Writing Exercises on Creating Effective Scenes and Settings................. 109

Chapter 8: The Character of Characters .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  111
Understanding What Makes a Good Character ....................................... 112

Dealing with desire............................................................................. 112
Getting physical.................................................................................. 114
Giving your characters an age.......................................................... 115
Adding patterns of behavior............................................................. 116
Getting inside their head................................................................... 117
Portraying action................................................................................ 118

Identifying Character Archetypes.............................................................. 118
The story’s hero.................................................................................. 119
The nemesis......................................................................................... 119
Antihero............................................................................................... 119
Mentor.................................................................................................. 120
The fool................................................................................................ 120
Sidekick................................................................................................ 121

Making Characters Three-Dimensional..................................................... 121
Utilizing backstory.............................................................................. 121
Avoiding stereotypes and clichés..................................................... 122

Making Sure Your Characters Change ...................................................... 123
Comparing static and dynamic characters .................................... 124
Presenting change: The how-to ........................................................ 124
Creating some motivation................................................................. 125

Dealing with Minor Characters................................................................... 126
Writing Exercises on Creating Effective Characters................................ 127



xi Table of Contents

Chapter 9: Making the Most of Dialogue  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  129
Managing Memoir Dialogue Differently than Novel Dialogue................. 130
Recognizing What Good Dialogue Should Do for Your Manuscript....... 131

Providing action.................................................................................. 131
Advancing plot.................................................................................... 133
Showing character depth and values............................................... 135
Providing some relief from the wall of text syndrome................... 136

Identifying the Four Types of Dialogue...................................................... 137
Summary.............................................................................................. 137
Indirect................................................................................................. 138
Direct.................................................................................................... 139
Combination........................................................................................ 140

Managing the Mechanics............................................................................. 141
Using commas correctly.................................................................... 141
Verifying quotation marks................................................................. 142

Drafting Speech that Sounds Real versus Real Speech........................... 143
Working in sentence fragments........................................................ 143
Using umm, errr, and huh.................................................................. 143
Using can’t or cannot......................................................................... 144

Writing Less Is More..................................................................................... 144
Avoiding oh-so-empty vacuous speech........................................... 145
The need for silence........................................................................... 145
Questioning but not answering......................................................... 146

Considering Accents and Dialect................................................................ 147
Avoiding accents: Righty-o, Guv’nor!............................................... 147
Staying away from phonetic Spellings............................................. 147
Using idiosyncratic expressions....................................................... 148

Being Aware Where Dialogue Goes Awry.................................................. 149
Talking heads...................................................................................... 149
Getting caught up in the “said” dilemma......................................... 150
Pretending to be dialogue.................................................................. 151
Killing readers with the name game................................................. 151

Writing Exercises to Help Your Dialogue.................................................. 152

Chapter 10: Realizing the Power of Voice  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  153
Grasping Voice: Your Manuscript’s Soul .................................................. 153

Seeing how voice affects your manuscript...................................... 154
How you deliver the story: Whispering in the reader’s ear.......... 154

Being a Minimalist versus Maximalist........................................................ 156
Using Tone..................................................................................................... 157

Reveal details...................................................................................... 157
Come from a different angle.............................................................. 158
Stay consistent.................................................................................... 158
Take responsibility............................................................................. 159

Creating Irony............................................................................................... 160
Generating Humor........................................................................................ 161
Using (Yes, I Said “Using”) Clichés............................................................. 162
Writing Exercises to Help You Find Your Voice....................................... 163



Memoir Writing For Dummies xii
Chapter 11: Handling Point of View .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  165

Understanding Your Basic Options............................................................ 165
First person......................................................................................... 166
Second person..................................................................................... 168
Third person........................................................................................ 170

Recognizing When “I” Isn’t “Me” ................................................................ 173
Using Multiple Points of View in a Single Story........................................ 174
Creating Narrative Distance........................................................................ 175
Writing Exercises to Help Find the Right Point of View.......................... 177

Chapter 12: Bold Beginnings and Fantastic Finishes .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  179
Going with the Three-Act Structure........................................................... 180

Moving and changing......................................................................... 180
Writing effective acts.......................................................................... 181

Beginning with the First Scene: Setting Up Act 1............................................181
Making first lines matter.................................................................... 182
Eyeing your main theme to start your memoir............................... 183
Avoiding problems when starting your story ................................ 183

Moving to the Middle Scenes: Making Act 2 Work................................... 184
Meeting some basic obligations........................................................ 184
Examining why so many middles fail............................................... 185
Raising the tension............................................................................. 186

Ending with the Final Scene: Closing Act 3......................................................187
Making the last lines matter.............................................................. 188
Finding some closure......................................................................... 189
Ending your memoir: Some helpful suggestions............................ 189
Figuring out what to do next............................................................. 191

Writing Exercises to Help with Beginnings and Endings......................... 191

Part III: Revising, Editing, and Pushing  
Your Story to the Next Level....................................... 193

Chapter 13: Adjusting the Big Picture:  
Fine-Tuning Structure and Story  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  195

Sizing Up Your Story: Maintaining Proportion......................................... 195
Revving Up the Story’s Engine: Bring On Conflicts Big and Small.......... 197
Adjusting the Pace........................................................................................ 198

Speeding up or slowing down the pace........................................... 198
Knowing when to take it slow........................................................... 200
Avoiding three pacing mistakes even good writers make............. 200

Using Transitions Effectively...................................................................... 201
Examining scene and chapter transitions....................................... 202
Applying transitions to your manuscript........................................ 203

Writing Exercises on the “Big Picture”...................................................... 205



xiii Table of Contents

Chapter 14: Ensuring the Theme and Meaning 
Are What You Want  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  207

Focusing on Theme between the Lines..................................................... 208
Staying on task (of story)................................................................... 208
Looking for repetition........................................................................ 209
Recognizing the main theme versus other themes........................ 210
Addressing each theme...................................................................... 210

Creating Key Images..................................................................................... 212
Comparing the types of images........................................................ 212
Considering three examples of key images..................................... 213

Using Timing for Comedic or Tragic Effects............................................. 216
Recognizing Why Your Memoir’s Title Matters........................................ 217
Writing Exercises on Generating Theme and Meaning............................ 219

Chapter 15: Making Revisions  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  221
Comparing Revision and Editing: Differentiating between the Two ..... 221
Being Committed and Brutal to Your Text................................................ 223
Developing Your Revision Process (and Sticking to It)........................... 224
Making Revisions: A Nine-Item Checklist.................................................. 225
Incorporating Three More Advanced Revision Tactics........................... 226

Remembering the reader................................................................... 227
Acknowledging the power of change............................................... 227
The subject matter of memoirs......................................................... 228

Keeping Your Eye on the Prize: Wowing Others with Your Story.......... 229
Writing Exercises on Revision.................................................................... 229

Chapter 16: Streamlining Your Story with Sentence-Level Edits .  .  .  231
Having a Firm Grasp on Grammar.............................................................. 232
Appeasing Your High School English Teacher: Avoid Wordiness......... 232

Using better nouns and verbs versus  
more modifiers and qualifiers....................................................... 233

Clarity truly matters........................................................................... 234
Resisting the Urge to Overexplain.............................................................. 235
Showing versus Telling................................................................................ 236
Avoiding Amateur Constructions............................................................... 238
Steering Clear of Common Grammar Issues............................................. 240

Fixing dangling participles ................................................................ 240
Identifying homonym issues............................................................. 241
Lie versus lay....................................................................................... 243

Maximizing the Active Voice....................................................................... 243
Bringing in a Professional Editor................................................................ 244

Making cuts before hiring a pro: The 10 percent rule.................... 245
Seeing how a pro can help................................................................. 245
Knowing how much an editor can cost............................................ 246
Finding and hiring a pro..................................................................... 247
Working with a pro............................................................................. 248

Writing Exercises on Effective Self-Editing................................................ 249



Memoir Writing For Dummies xiv
Chapter 17: Saying the Unsayable: Knowing  
What to Include or Exclude .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  251

Tackling Painful Memories.......................................................................... 251
Touching on the Taboo: Family Secrets with the Living......................... 254
Dealing with the Dead: Unclear or Missing Information.......................... 255
Looking at the Ethics of a Memoir.............................................................. 256

Thinking like a journalist................................................................... 257
Mattering beyond the “I”................................................................... 258

Laying Out Your Legal Issues...................................................................... 258
Harming someone’s reputation: Libel.............................................. 259
Invading someone’s right to privacy................................................ 260
Protecting yourself: Bring in the lawyers........................................ 261

Writing Exercises on Saying the Unsayable.............................................. 262

Part IV: Sharing Your Story: A Publishing Primer......... 263

Chapter 18: Locating and Landing a Literary Agent  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  265
Seeing What a Good Literary Agent Can Do for You................................ 265

Eyeing an agent’s role........................................................................ 266
Determining whether you need an agent......................................... 266

Finding an Agent Who Meets Your Needs................................................. 267
Referrals rule....................................................................................... 268
Agent listings and databases............................................................. 269
Conference your way to connections.............................................. 270

Hooking the Right Agent.............................................................................. 271
Sticking to the submission guidelines.............................................. 271
Understanding what literary agents hate from writers................. 272
Trying some insider tactics............................................................... 273
Being leery of a bad agent................................................................. 274

Making Sense of an Agent Agreement........................................................ 274
Identifying what’s in a standard agreement.................................... 275
Asking questions before you sign an agency agreement............... 276
Looking beyond the dotted line........................................................ 278
Know when your relationship is at the  

end (and what to do about it!)....................................................... 278

Chapter 19: Making Sense of Traditional  
Publishing and the Submission Process  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  281

Researching Publishers............................................................................... 282
Locating publishers............................................................................ 282
Checking out your prospective publishers..................................... 283



xv Table of Contents

Working with a Publisher: The Pros.......................................................... 284
Editors, well, edit................................................................................ 285
Professional layout and design......................................................... 285
PR plan and team................................................................................ 285
Higher chance of reviews.................................................................. 286
Advances and royalties...................................................................... 286

Going with a Publisher: The Cons.............................................................. 287
Acceptance to publication timeline................................................. 287
Low royalties....................................................................................... 288
One book/writer among many.......................................................... 289
Lack of control.................................................................................... 290
Out of print.......................................................................................... 291

Crafting a Winning Query Letter................................................................. 291
Naming the basic elements................................................................ 292
Recognizing what an editor (or literary agent)  

hopes for in your query.................................................................. 292
Grasping the Power of a Proposal: Think like a Publisher...................... 293
Staying Away from Serious Submission Don’ts........................................ 294

Generically referring to the editor.................................................... 294
Shooting a shotgun............................................................................. 295
Claiming that your book is the next best thing............................... 295
Sending sloppy writing....................................................................... 296
Submitting incomplete work............................................................. 296

Using Subsidy/Vanity Publishers............................................................... 296
The pros with subsidy and vanity publishers................................ 297
The cons with subsidy and vanity publishers................................ 298

Chapter 20: Going It Alone: Self-Publishing and E-Publishing . .  .  .  .  299
The Lowdown on Self-Publishing and E-Publishing ................................ 300

Defining self-publishing and e-publishing........................................ 300
Seeing why some authors self-publish............................................. 301

Deciding Whether to Self-Publish: The Pros and Cons............................ 302
The advantages................................................................................... 303
The disadvantages.............................................................................. 304

Facing the Reality of E-Publishers.............................................................. 305
Recognizing the three types of e-book publishing......................... 305
The 4-1-1 on the main e-book retailers............................................. 306
Using DRM (or not)............................................................................. 307
Identifying self e-publishing pros..................................................... 308
Considering self e-publishing cons .................................................. 309

Researching Printers.................................................................................... 310
Finding the right printer.................................................................... 310
Considering print-on-demand........................................................... 311
Getting the best deal.......................................................................... 312
Getting and using an ISBN and bar code ......................................... 313

Pricing Your Book: Two Philosophies....................................................... 313
Letting Amazon Distribute Your Book: You Need to Do More .............. 314
Noting Common Self-Publishing Issues..................................................... 316



Memoir Writing For Dummies xvi
Chapter 21: Promoting Your Finished Product (and Yourself) . .  .  .  .  .  317

Grasping the Difference between Marketing and Publicity..................... 317
Recognizing Free Ways that You Can Promote Your Book..................... 319

Getting local author appearances.................................................... 319
Inviting friends to buy the book........................................................ 320
Getting copies to word-spreaders.................................................... 321
Suggesting people give your book as a gift for the holidays......... 322
Offering a free reading or discussion to local book clubs............. 322
Making a book PR signature line for your e-mail............................ 323
Writing a newspaper op-ed tied to your story................................ 324
Making yourself available to the media........................................... 324
Writing your next book...................................................................... 325

Marketing Your Memoir: A Little Monetary Investment Can Pay Off.... 325
Developing a website for your book................................................. 325
Throwing a publication party........................................................... 328
Sending out book cover postcards................................................... 328
Making and distributing business cards.......................................... 328

Using Others to Market Your Book: Hiring a Freelance Publicist.......... 329
Knowing what a freelance publicist can do for you....................... 329
Finding a freelance publicist............................................................. 331
Hiring a freelance publicist................................................................ 331

Part V: The Part of Tens............................................. 333

Chapter 22: Ten Myths about Memoirs .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  335

Chapter 23: Ten Reasons Memoirs Are Rejected .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  341

Chapter 24: Ten Tips to Writing Your First Book .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  347

Index........................................................................ 353



Introduction

A 
 few years back, I worked with a twenty-something elementary school 
teacher who wanted to work on a memoir. We chatted a bit about the 

different themes in her life she was interested in exploring through writing. 
A coworker walked past and must’ve overheard us because he asked one of 
the big questions about memoir: “Why on earth would you write a memoir? 
You’re so young!”

Her answer: “Last year, at my grandmother’s funeral, I heard so many stories 
from my aunts and uncles that I realized I didn’t know my grandmother at all. 
Each of us had a story or two about her, but it was always a different story. 
Together, we had more than a few tales about her childhood in Romania, her 
job waitressing on cruise ships, her violent first marriage, and her life as a 
nanny for a count’s daughter, but we all realized that there were pieces of her 
life missing. Huge pieces. I can’t stand the idea that my family and my future 
kids might not know me either.”

What a great reason to write a memoir! It’s true that she didn’t cure cancer, 
survive a terrorist attack, nor did she inherit billions, but she found value 
and relevance in her own experiences. She thought that, properly told, her 
story could impact the lives of others, whether they’re her immediate family 
or not. She’s absolutely right.

Whatever the reason that you want to write your memoir, I welcome you. 
Memoir Writing For Dummies is ultimately an invitation to make sense of your 
life through writing. If you’ve ever felt the need for clarity or truth in this con-
fusing, difficult world, writing a memoir may be the answer. To struggle with 
truth, honesty, and history brings revelation and understanding. It can also 
bring closure and healing. Who doesn’t need more of those things in his or 
her life?

About this Book
If you’ve picked up Memoir Writing For Dummies, you’ve probably either tried 
to write a memoir before or you’ve been thinking about it for some time and 
want a little guidance to get started. Either situation is fine. There’s no wrong 
way to enter the world of memoir — doing so is a worthy task to undertake, 
no matter how you come to it.
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In my 20 years of teaching, I’ve encountered a lot of people just like you who 
at some point try their hand at writing a memoir. My goal with this book is 
to reveal all that you need to succeed with that task. In the pages to come, I 
identify the reasons why you should write a memoir, share the writing tips 
you need, and discuss what to do after you have a complete, well-edited, 
well-written manuscript. I also reveal the main pitfalls and how to steer clear 
of them. For those who want some extra inspiration and suggestions, I have 
you covered as well.

The ability to write sometimes doesn’t get enough respect. This bias about 
writing is simply one of life’s little injustices, I’m afraid. It comes from the 
realization people have: “Everyone can scribble something on paper, right? 
Big deal!” Well, you wouldn’t expect to pick up a guitar or a paintbrush and 
create masterpieces in a week or two. The same is true for writing. Anyone 
can scribble something on paper, but to do it well is another thing entirely. 
But here’s the reality: Writing is a craft. That means you can discover practi-
cal skills to improve your writing ability. This book gives you what you need 
to know to succeed in writing your own memoir, no matter the reason or 
goals you have for writing one.

I wrote this book with the idea in mind that everything that’s included 
would’ve helped me a great deal during my first few years of being a writer. 
If anything doesn’t make sense to you or runs counter to the way you choose 
to do things, that’s fine. Break any rule I give. Avoid any tip or technique I 
share that feels unhelpful. Just remember, though — this book represents the 
insight of two dozen years of my professional writing life and career as a writ-
ing teacher and writing coach. It also brings in the wisdom of my colleagues 
and friends in the writing, editing, and literary agenting business. It’s time-
tested, solid stuff. All I request is this: Give all of it a good faith, earnest effort. 
You may be surprised at how often you’ll strike gold.

The one golden rule of writing is that you can do anything you want . . . as 
long as the end result is good writing.

Conventions Used in this Book
I use the following conventions and guiding principles throughout the text to 
make everything clear and accessible to readers:

	 ✓	I use italics when I define a term. I also use italics for all book, movie, 
and TV show titles. 

	 ✓	I use bold to emphasize keywords or statements in bulleted lists. I also 
use bold for specific steps you take in numbered lists.

	 ✓	I format all Internet addresses in monofont.
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	 ✓	All song names, short story titles, and poem titles appear in quotation 
marks.

	 ✓	Although I wish it were otherwise, I’m a realist. I know that most bud-
ding memoir writers haven’t read enough memoirs for me to exclusively 
use memoir examples throughout the book. Referring to texts you’ve 
never encountered isn’t helpful, so I bring in lots of popular movie, 
novel, and TV examples to illustrate key points. 

What Not to Read
More than anyone, I understand how crazy busy life can be. You’re juggling 
half dozen things at once and trying to keep your head above the fray. You 
want to write a memoir, but you don’t have tons of time. Although I would 
love for you to (at least at some time or other) read every word, I do  
offer some things you can skip if you just need the essential, need-to-know 
information:

	 ✓	Sidebars: These gray-shaded boxes are supplemental tidbits of informa-
tion, but you don’t have to read them.

	 ✓	Paragraphs marked with Technical Stuff icon: These paragraphs have 
more technical bits of information that you may find interesting, but you 
don’t need to write your memoir.

Foolish Assumptions
All writers know that you stand the best chance of hitting the mark with your 
audience if at some point in the writing process you stop and really think 
about who your audience is. I spent a good while thinking about you. Here is 
what I assume about you, the reader:

	 ✓	You want to write or have started writing a full-length (book-length) 
memoir.

	 ✓	You want to publish that memoir in one manner or another.

	 ✓	You realize that you can use many different blueprints for telling a  
great story.

	 ✓	You want this book to focus more on effective story-telling than  
grammar concerns.

	 ✓	You want expert, tried-and-true guidance on writing memoirs.

	 ✓	You want to only have to buy a single book that gives you all the need to 
know on writing and publishing memoirs.
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If you’ve already put time into developing your ability to write on your own 
or in formal classes, no problem. Some of this book will serve as a useful 
refresher. Regardless of your current level of writing ability, I hope to reveal 
a few new insights along the way. The tips and techniques here can help you 
with writing memoir, but they also can help you if you decide to one day 
move on to writing screenplays, poems, short stories, or self-help books. 
Good writing is good writing. 

How This Book Is Organized
This section describes what’s in each of the five main parts of the book so 
you can more quickly locate what you need. Leap right in at whatever spot 
you like or start at the beginning. It’s all up to you!

Part I: The First Steps to Writing a Memoir
Although you may think this part is mostly about what to do after you have 
pen in hand (or a Word file open), here I focus on what to do before that step. 
Chapter 1 gives a basic overview on writing memoirs. Chapter 2 furthers that 
by exploring what a memoir is, who writes them, and why. In Chapter 3,  
I show how stories work, and how to use that information to help create 
audience-pleasing stories in your own memoir. Chapter 4 deals directly with 
two key elements of any memoir — researching and remembering. Chapter 5 
puts all that together and helps you develop your ideas just like experienced 
authors do. In short, this part gives you all the preparatory work to do before 
you start the actual writing.

Part II: Telling Your Story with Pizzazz
Now you’re knee-deep (or for some, neck-deep) into the writing portion of 
your memoir. To write a memoir that’s going to be well-received — no matter 
the size or scope of your publishing plan — you need to control several main 
aspects of effective story-telling. Chapter 6 covers all you need to know about 
structuring your story, including showcasing how other memoirists have 
structured their books. Chapter 7 focuses on how to create vivid settings 
and scenes. In Chapter 8, I go over the ins and outs of creating compelling 
characters. Because you can’t have characters without dialogue, I give you 
Chapter 9 to reveal how best to handle all that talking. Chapter 10 has a dif-
ferent look at talking — it’s all about the writing voice you have or wish to 
create. Chapter 11 discusses your point of view options as well as the pros of 
and cons of each choice. Finally, Chapter 12 tackles how to start your memoir 
strong and finish it even stronger. Taken together, these chapters give you 
step-by-step advice on how to utilize these core skills to great effect. After you 
finish this part, you have what you need to write that complete first draft. 
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Part III: Revising, Editing, and Pushing 
Your Story to the Next Level
After you have a first draft, it’s time to go back and smooth out the bumps, 
correct the gaffes, and polish up all the shiny parts. These chapters help 
isolate many of the issues that memoir writers don’t get right the first time. 
Chapter 13 covers the main ways you can fine-tune your memoir’s struc-
ture and story for maximum effect. Chapter 14 examines how writers create 
theme and meaning, and shows you ways to make the most of those in your 
memoir. Chapter 15 is all about revision — the large-scale choices you make 
when working with an already-written section, chapter, or manuscript. If 
you want help at the sentence level, Chapter 16 is for you. This chapter also 
explains how to bring in and work with a professional editor, if you need that 
extra help. Chapter 17 explains how to know what and what not to write in 
your memoir. This covers how to handle painful memories, how to deal with 
family (living or dead), and how to circumvent any ethical or legal issues that 
may cause you grief once your book is published. 

Part IV: Sharing Your Story:  
A Publishing Primer
This part covers all the basics of finding the best mode of publication for 
your manuscript. From finding and working with a literary agent (Chapter 
18) to sending out a manuscript on your own (Chapter 19) to self-publishing 
to e-publishing (Chapter 20), these chapters give clear, up-to-date advice 
on all your main options. With a little planning and a lot of legwork, you can 
discover exactly how to proceed toward the best publication method for 
your memoir. And if you want useful, actionable ideas on how to promote 
your finished product to prospective readers, Chapter 21 is for you. You can 
also check out my website (www.ryangvancleave.com/bonuschapter.
pdf) for a bonus chapter on joining a writers’ group to improve your writing 
before you submit your manuscript.

Part V: The Part of Tens
This section follows the Dummies-wide practice with quick resources, check-
lists, and reminders (all in sets of 10, of course!). This part does that, detail-
ing the most common myths about memoirs (Chapter 22), the main reasons 
memoirs are rejected by literary agents and publishers (Chapter 23), and the 
most useful advice on writing your first book (Chapter 24). Don’t be fooled by 
the size of this part — these chapters may be short, but they’re chock-full of 
good information every memoir writer can put to good use. You can also  
find a bonus Part of Tens chapter online at www.dummies.com/extras/
writersconference about ten perks of attending a writers’ conference.

http://www.ryangvancleave.com/bonuschapter.pdf
http://www.ryangvancleave.com/bonuschapter.pdf
http://www.dummies.com/extras/writersconference
http://www.dummies.com/extras/writersconference
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Icons Used in this Book
To make this book easier for readers to read and understand, I include icons 
in the margins to help you find and make sense of key ideas and information.

	 These are the hints, guides, and suggestions that pro writers know. They rep-
resent some of the best available advice. They’re worth reading twice when 
you encounter them.

	 If you’ve ever clipped something from a book or magazine and taped it on 
your wall to revisit regularly, then you know what type of stuff you’ll find after 
this icon. It’s the bumper-sticker good material memoir writers need.

	 If you want to immerse yourself in all the historical and technical things about 
writing memoir, look for these icons. They can offer up some of the pretty 
cerebral things that can impress your writer friends at parties. 

	 This icon gives you a heads-up on specific memoir-writing problems that you 
may encounter. Pay attention to avoid these hazards that other writers may 
succumb to.

Where to Go from Here
A great thing about any For Dummies book is that they’re modular, meaning 
each chapter works well on its own. You can read any chapter at any time 
and not worry that you’ll be lost because you skipped earlier chapters. If 
you’re at all like me, then you may be inclined to skip to the parts that speak 
to what you’re most interested in. 

If you want information on story structure, focus on Chapters 3 and 6. If 
you’re completely new to the business of writing — memoir, poems, essays, 
or otherwise — you may want to begin with Chapter 1 and work your way 
straight through at your own pace. You can also flip to the table of contents 
or index and find a topic that interests you.

Whatever the situation, you’re here and there’s a wealth of information on 
the pages to follow. Onward!



Part I
The First Steps to 
Writing a Memoir



In this part . . . 

A 
lthough you’re excited to plunge into the actual  
writing of your memoir, you need to do some prepa-

ratory reading, thinking, and writing before going any fur-
ther. In this part, I explain the basic characteristics of a 
memoir, consider the reasons for writing a memoir, dis-
cuss the best ways to gather and shape material, and  
outline the basic structures available to create an effec-
tive story. I also delve deeply into a host of inspiration-
building writing prompts and techniques to help you think 
of yourself as a writer as well as get you prepared to  
succeed with creating your own memoir. 



Chapter 1

The Lowdown on Memoir  
Writing: Just the Basics

In This Chapter
▶	Recognizing the characteristics of a memoir

▶	Identifying the elements of a memoir

▶	Revising and editing your memoir

▶	Getting your memoir published

▶	Knowing why you want to write a memoir

F 
or a long time, writing a memoir was the province of celebrities and 
people living in retirement homes. Thanks to an explosion of exciting 

memoirs written by people of all ages, the memoir as a form is now a viable 
way for anyone to meaningfully share their story. There’s something incredi-
bly rewarding to finding the leisure time to think, remember, reflect, and then 
write about your past. In doing so, you can discover the emotional truths that 
create the undercurrent of your life.

	 The Bowker Industry Report shows that memoirs generated $170 million in 
sales in 1999, and nearly $300 million a decade later. That’s a lot more than 
just chump change! There’s a growing audience for memoirs and that’s good 
news for you.

This chapter serves as your stepping stone to everything you need to know 
about writing your memoir. Find the information you need here, depending 
on where you are in the writing process, to get your story down. 

Although I’ve been a teacher of writing for nearly 20 years, I’m not coming to 
you as a teacher now. I’m simply someone who’s been down this path before 
and who’s willing to share the wisdom I’ve gained and gathered throughout 
the years. There are no grades, no deadlines, and no penalties for mistakes. 
What matters is that you commit to reaching across the chasm of memory 
and start retrieving the deep past, then recording it faithfully and vibrantly 
on the page. Memory by memory, moment by moment, you’ll see a story take 
shape and grow into something that is a lesson in compassion, understand-
ing, and humanity. That’s memoir. 



10 Part I: The First Steps to Writing a Memoir 

Understanding What Makes  
a Memoir a Memoir

The short answer for what makes a memoir a memoir is that like a novel, it 
tells a story, but unlike a novel, a memoir is 100 percent truthful. But that’s 
an insufficient definition. A memoir also has other obligations that make it 
unique and distinct from other literary utterances. Understanding those dif-
ferences is to understand the memoir’s strengths. To know those is to know 
what areas you should play up when writing your own.

	 In order to be considered a memoir, your book needs to be in-line with the  
following:

	 ✓	Be book length. Generally, a memoir is between 60,000 and 120,000 words.

	 ✓	Limit what’s included: A memoir is focused on parts or elements of a 
life, whereas an autobiography strives to include everything about a life, 
from birth to death.

	 ✓	Be truthful. You can’t play loose and free with the truth and still be 
called a memoir.

	 ✓	Use the elements of narrative. Fiction writers know how to tell a story 
and make it interesting. See the next section for more on this.

	 ✓	Show desire. A story gets interesting when the main character wants 
something — desperately so. Be specific and clear about what your main 
character wants, and readers will care.

	 ✓	Have conflict. If a character can just get what he or she wants, who 
cares? That’s not drama, that’s grocery shopping. It’s when a character 
can’t get what he or she desires that things get interesting. Tell that 
story and you have the makings of a strong memoir.

Check out Chapter 2 for more information about the concepts of a memoir in 
far greater details.

Naming the Essential Parts of a Memoir
Like any good work of art, numerous parts comprise a memoir. Getting the 
best end product comes from knowing and having control over all of those 
smaller elements. Most of what a memoirist needs are skills borrowed from 
the world of fiction writing, though those skills are used somewhat differently 
in the world of nonfiction in general, and memoir in specific. For instance, 
you can’t generate more conflict to heighten reader interest in a chapter if 
the scene you’re writing simply didn’t have that level of conflict. You can’t 
reinvent the past to make a better story. With fiction, you can (and should).
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Some of the main elements that make up a memoir include

	 ✓	Structure: This is the shape of your story on the page. You may assume 
that the structure of your story has to be chronological, from beginning 
to end, but you have many more options than that. See Chapter 6 for  
the skinny. 

	 ✓	Setting: Setting is the where and when that a story takes place. A memoir 
may have two, three, or even as many as 23 different settings if you trav-
eled or moved around a lot. Setting matters because it has a direct influ-
ence on character. See Chapter 7 for details on how to create and utilize 
setting to best effect.

	 ✓	Characters: Characters are the people who populate the scenes and set-
tings of your story. Yes, they’re real-life people, but memoirists still call 
them characters, as novelists do. For more on why as well as how to 
make them come alive on the page, visit Chapter 8.

	 ✓	Dialogue: The conversations that your characters have are called 
dialogue. This is a particularly tricky thing to use in memoir because 
memory is imperfect. Who walks around recording all conversations so 
you can accurately quote people later? You can discover more about the 
challenges and strengths of dialogue use in memoirs in Chapter 9.

	 ✓	Voice: Voice is the unique manner in which a writer writes. It comprises 
distinctive decisions, such as word choice, rhythm, and the way a writer 
says things — taken together, voice creates a powerful effect on the 
reader. Interested in knowing more? Chapter 10 covers voice in depth.

	 ✓	Point of view: The perspective through which the story is seen is called 
point of view. This in an important choice because it can drastically 
change how your story is conveyed. Read more about point of view in 
Chapter 11.

	 ✓	Theme: Theme is what your memoir is about. It speaks to universal 
truths, core ideas, and emotional truths through the development of key 
scenes, moments, and tensions in your story. See more about theme in 
Chapter 14.

Making the Necessary Revisions and 
Edits to Help Your Memoir Shine

A great memoir doesn’t appear by magic, but rather it’s the result of good 
revision (to get the big stuff under control) and careful editing (to get the 
little stuff under control). How often in life do you wish you had a Do Over 
button? With writing, you do. You get a second, a third, or tenth chance if 
you require it, which is good news because you can improve the mistakes 
and poor decisions that you made earlier in the writing process.
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	 After you have a rough draft of either your entire manuscript or even just a 
chapter, you can begin the revision process. Revision is important because it 
asks you to focus on large story elements without worrying much about spe-
cific word choices or sentence-level issues. While revising, you certainly look 
over all of the essential parts of a memoir (which I discuss in the previous sec-
tion) to make sure each is functioning well on its own as well as connecting 
meaningfully to the entire book. You have another obligation, though. You 
need to think like a reader, not the writer. You handle revision first because 
you may revise and remove an entire chapter or scene from a book. You don’t 
need to spend the extra time polishing those sentences that won’t appear in 
the first edition. Stay efficient revising first and then editing after. Refer to 
Chapter 15 for more on making revisions.

Meanwhile there is also a time to edit, which is before you finish and start 
thinking of publication. Editing asks you to re-examine every word choice, 
reevaluate sentence structure, and think about how you’re using paragraphs. 
Editing is a sentence-by-sentence level of attention that can feel tedious, but 
it’s often the difference between a promising book that gets published or not. 
Some of the things that occur at this level of editing are adding or improving 
imagery, cutting clichés, removing most adverbs and adjectives, and tighten-
ing language across the board. Refer to Chapter 16 for more on line-by-line 
editing.

Focusing on the End Goal: Publishing 
When I was in high school, an English teacher who recognized that I 
devoured F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby (Scribner), William Faulkner’s 
As I Lay Dying (Modern Library), and John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath 
(Penguin Classics), gave me a copy of Ernest Hemingway’s A Moveable Feast 
(Scribner). I was blown away by it as fully as I’d ever been by any work of 
fiction. This book had grace, excitement, lovely language, melancholy, and a 
nearly-perfect sense of the extraordinary place Paris was in the 1920s. And 
most impressive to me? It was all true.

From that point on, I recognized that part of my goal of being a writer wasn’t 
just to write a great memoir one day, but to have people read it and hopefully 
be swept up by that same kind of reaction I had to Hemingway. (A tall order, 
I realize, but it’s okay to dream big!) I wanted others to experience the same 
visceral sense of wonder and awe that I did about the past with Hemingway’s 
book. And the way to do that is through publishing your book. It’s your 
avenue to finding readers and inviting them into the magic of a story only you 
can share. These prospective readers won’t be sneaking into your house at 
night, rummaging in your file drawers or peeking into your computer files in 
pursuit of great literature. You have to send it to them, and the best way to 
do so is publishing.
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Even if you decide your target audience is small — your family, or the people 
of your hometown — the idea of making something publishable quality is 
important. It means that it’s the best that you can make it. It means you’re 
understandably and honestly proud of it. It means that the writing you’ve 
labored over is likely to be engaging, memorable, and lasting for those spe-
cial readers. And if you want to reach millions like Stephen King did with 
his memoir On Writing: A Memoir of the Craft (Scribner), publishing a well-
written, publishable-quality book is your only way to approaching that size of 
an audience.

	 Before you seek a publisher, you may want to seek advice and feedback from 
your peers or even a literary agent to ensure what you have is the best that 
 it can be. A writing critique group can be a great help in terms of getting  
advice on the quality of writing or receiving revision ideas (see www.ryan​
gvancleave​.com/bonuschapter.pdf for a bonus chapter on writing 
groups). One step further, a literary agent can take this manuscript and show-
case it to publishing houses that have the infrastructure in place to print your 
book and distribute it to online and real-world bookstores throughout the 
world. Chapter 18 provides more insight about what an agent can do for you.

Attending a writers’ conference
If you want some community with people who 
will understand your impulse to tell stories, con-
sider attending a writers’ conference. There 
are hundreds of these throughout the country 
to choose from. Some specialize in the type 
of books they talk about, and others are more 
general. Here are just ten of the many writ-
ers’ conferences that might suit the needs of a 
memoir writer. Research each online for more 
information.

	✓	 Writers in Paradise (St. Petersburg, Florida)

	✓	 Antioch Writers’ Workshop (Yellow Springs, 
Ohio)

	✓	 San Miguel de Allende Writers’ Conference 
& Literary Festival (San Miguel de Allende, 
Mexico)

	✓	 Orange County Christian Writers 
Conference (Fullerton, California)

	✓	 Wesleyan Writers Conference (Middletown, 
Connecticut)

	✓	 Stonecoast Writers’ Conference (Portland, 
Maine)

	✓	 Taos Summer Writers’ Conference (Taos, 
New Mexico)

	✓	 Green Mountain Writers Conference 
(Tinmouth, Vermont)

	✓	 ArtsQuest Memoir Writing Conference 
(Bethlehem, Pennsylvania)

	✓	 Story Circle Network’s Annual Women’s 
Memoir Conference (Austin, Texas)

Check out the website for the National 
Association of Memoir Writers (www.namw.
org). Their “Writing Resources” link shows 
many online and real-world workshops and 
events all around the country. 

http://www.ryangvancleave.com/bonuschapter.pdf
http://www.ryangvancleave.com/bonuschapter.pdf
http://www.namw.org
http://www.namw.org
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You have a few publishing options when you’re ready to publish your book:

	 ✓	Traditional publishing: For the last century or so, this is the main route 
that authors had to seek print book publication. You write the book, 
send a letter of inquiry (a query letter) to a publisher, and then hope for 
a positive response. If the publisher likes your letter, it asks for the man-
uscript. If the publisher likes the manuscript, it sends you a contract, 
and two years later (give or take), the memoir appears in bookstores. 
For more information on this time-honored option, Chapter 19 awaits.

	 ✓	Self-publishing: If you’re interested in writing, printing, and selling 
your own memoir, then self-publishing is a fine choice. With 211,000 self-
published books appearing in 2011 alone, other authors have clearly 
liked this choice a great deal. If self-publishing interests you as well, see 
Chapter 20.

	 ✓	E-publishing: This is a subcategory of self-publishing that’s emerged as 
a viable outlet for books in the past few years. An e-book isn’t a print 
book, but with so many people having e-readers or e-reader capabilities 
on their computers, getting published in an e-book format is no longer a 
disincentive for an author. Chapter 20 has what you need to know about 
this new publishing option.

No matter what publishing method you decide on, you want to promote your 
finished work. If you don’t promote your memoir (for example, with a website 
for your book, or with social media to alert people that your book is available 
to purchase), then people won’t know about it and won’t buy it. In today’s 
publishing world, publishers do very little marketing and publicity for a book 
unless you’re getting a huge amount of money from them upfront; this real-
ity shifts the responsibility for book marketing and publicity duties to your 
shoulder. Chapter 21 offers some great suggestions for promoting your book, 
whether you do it on your own or hire a professional to help out with some 
or all of it. With more than 4,000,000 new books (or new editions of existing 
books) published in 2011, you need to find ways to get the attention of readers.

Answering the Question: Why Do You 
Want to Write a Memoir?

People ask me all the time about why I ever chose to write a memoir. “Why 
put yourself through that? Why put your family through that?” They ask — 
sometimes by dancing around the topic, and sometimes saying it outright —  
why I’m interested in sharing pain and experiencing the potential shame of 
revealing secrets, mistakes, and transgressions?

If you’re serious about being a memoirist, be prepared to answer these ques-
tions. You need to be able to answer them yourself, in your own words, in 
a way that makes sense to you. Don’t duck the hard questions. Think them 
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through and come to a sense of peace with your reasons, no matter what 
they are.

	 Here’s something else you’ll encounter beyond those questions — even if you 
obscure the names of real-world people who appear in your book, your friends 
and family will make great effort to figure out who is who. Whether people 
guess at which character is them or if you use their names and exact like-
nesses, they will (a) feel proud to have been immortalized in print, (b) nitpick 
all the things about themselves that you got “wrong,” (c) feel a little exploited/
violated, or (d) have some other reaction that’s impossible to predict.

Here are some of the most popular and self-justifying reasons to write a 
memoir. See if you identify with any of them. You want to

	 ✓	Find some kind of meaning and order to the often-chaotic swirl of existence

	 ✓	Discover who you really are by confronting the truth(s) of your life

	 ✓	Be the star of the show versus remain someone who stands behind a 
curtain offstage, or worse, stays in the audience (or even worse, never 
arrives to the show at all)

	 ✓	(Re)witness the most important stages of your life

	 ✓	Overcome fear, guilt, shame, and regret

	 ✓	Preserve your family’s history

	 ✓	Improve your ability to communicate with others

	 ✓	Build self-esteem through valuing yourself and listening to your own voice

	 ✓	Figure out who you are

	 ✓	Become a better thinker because good writing isn’t from the seat-of-
your-pants; it’s from reflecting, making connections, and creatively 
engaging with your material

	 ✓	Learn how to forgive yourself

	 ✓	Create a deep empathetic connection with readers who will learn and be 
inspired from your life

	 ✓	Confess something — confession is, as they say, good for the soul

	 ✓	Defy the aphorism “it’s all been said before,” because you haven’t said it

To deny the validity of memoir is to deny that the past powerfully affects 
the present. Whether your past is full of darkness, bright with joy, or a chiar-
oscuro containing both, examining that and bringing the chaos of disarray 
(which memories generally are) into order can change lives for the better. 
I’ve seen it happen many, many times. Through the writing of a memoir, you 
can take full possession of your life — possibly for the first time. You don’t 
have to be famous. You don’t even have to be a professional writer. You just 
have to be honest, faithful to the past, and generous in the telling. That’s 
memoir.
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Celebrity doesn’t sell memoirs
You don’t have to be a famous person to write 
a memoir. Still, your memoir will probably sell 
more copies if you won Dancing with the Stars 
or if your face has graced a box of Wheaties. 
But simply having celebrity is no guarantee 
that your memoir will sell and be successful. 
See this for yourself from this list of celebrity 
memoir stinkers:

	✓	 Jersey Shore star Snooki’s memoir only 
sold 4,000 copies during its first week. (She 
had more than a million Twitter followers 
at the time, and the premiere episode of 
season three of Jersey Shore drew almost 
8.5 million viewers.)

	✓	 Wikileaks founder Julian Assange’s unau-
thorized biography barely sold 600 copies 
in its first week. He received a $1.5 million 
advance in 2011 for this title.

	✓	 Actor Alec Baldwin’s A Promise to 
Ourselves: A Journey through Fatherhood 
(St. Martin’s Griffin) is reported to have sold 
only 13,000 hardcover copies in four years.

Although having a famous person’s name 
attached to a book can guarantee a few sales, 
a bad book is a bad book, period. After people 
figure that out, the sales will scream to a stop.

A well-written, honest, interesting memoir, 
however, can actually make you a celebrity. 
Amy Chua, the author of Battle Hymn of the 
Tiger Mother (Penguin Press), received a ton of 
media attention over how she humorously por-
trayed the “superiority” of super-strict Chinese 
mothers. That attention turned into huge sales 
for the book and made Chua a prominent media 
figure.



Chapter 2

Getting Started: What You Need to 
Know about Writing Your Memoir

In This Chapter
▶	Recognizing why people write memoirs

▶	Allowing yourself to write

▶	Ignoring fame and fortune

▶	Exploring the vaults of memory

▶	Considering the role of reading

W 
riting a memoir is a noble endeavor that involves the author in ways 
that poetry, fiction, and other types of nonfiction simply don’t. With 

a memoir, you, the author, are front and center with the spotlight burning 
down from above, and the world is watching — waiting and expectant. 

Question: What type of person volunteers to put him or herself under 
that kind of scrutiny? 

Answer: Writers who want to create, discover, witness, preserve, and 
uncover something real and honest about themselves and their past.

What makes memoirs even more alluring is that people like to read real-life 
stories. Memoir isn’t just based on true events; it is true events. And thus, 
readers feel more is at stake. 

This chapter identifies the main reasons why people yearn to write memoirs. 
It also covers some of the main challenges as well as the rewards memoir 
writers may encounter. The final part of this chapter examines the role that 
reading plays in any writer’s development.
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Figuring Out Why Anyone Would  
Want to Write a Memoir

Before you set pen to paper (or fingers to keyboard), though, I want to 
explain why people write memoirs. They obviously write memoirs for various 
reasons. Knowing why you’re writing one can help determine your intended 
outcome. If you don’t have a clear target, you can’t expect to hit the bull’s-
eye. Read on to see which one(s) resonate with you most clearly.

You’re an authority in your field  
(or you aspire to be one)
Say that you’ve been involved with helping senior citizens re-enter the work-
force so they can have a higher standard of living, keep active and healthy, 
and be financially able to get better insurance than the government offers. 
To help the most people, you need to reach a lot of people, right? Writing a 
memoir that details your life and how you came to commit yourself to help-
ing this particular demographic of citizens can do exactly that. In this hypo-
thetical memoir, you’d probably detail a few of the most compelling stories 
you had about helping someone find a life-changing job at age 60 (or 70, or 
80). Anyone reading the book may well take away a few how-to tips from 
those case studies alone, which is a good thing. 

A possible outcome for a memoir like this is media coverage. A well-written 
memoir on any topic can net the author radio and TV interviews, magazine 
stories, blog write-ups, and word-of-mouth. A good memoir can help raise 
awareness of what you do in a very big way. 

You could then follow up your memoir with a good self-help or how-to nonfic-
tion book, and you’re even closer to cornering the market on your topic.

Here are a few other success stories where a published memoir helped estab-
lish someone as an authority on his or her topic:

	 ✓	Elie Wiesel’s Night (Hill and Wang): It’s considered one of the bedrocks 
of Holocaust literature.

	 ✓	David Pelzer’s A Child Called “It”: One Child’s Courage to Survive 
(HCI): This 1995 memoir of childhood abuse led him to write other 
books and become a highly-paid motivational speaker.

	 ✓	David Mura’s Turning Japanese: Memoirs of a Sansei (Atlantic 
Monthly Press) and Where the Body Meets Memory: An Odyssey 
of Race, Sexuality & Identity (Anchor): Mura, a third-generation 



19Chapter 2: Getting Started: What You Need to Know about Writing Your Memoir

Japanese-American, gives educational presentations at schools, busi-
nesses, and organizations. His events combine poetry, presentation, and 
personal testament that tackle some of the most powerful cultural issues 
faced today.

You have a powerful, unique story to share
Another reason authors seek to write a memoir is to share their incredible 
story. Say for instance, you cured whooping cough. You took a snowboard 
journey across the Arctic. You won 35 blueberry pie eating contests in the 
past two years, and you still fit into a size zero miniskirt. You developed a 
blackjack strategy that helped you take Las Vegas casinos for $35 million. 
You swam from Hawaii to Australia . . . and you’re blind!

If you did any of these things — or something equally amazing — you should 
write a memoir so other people learn about it. Your barber knows, as does 
the fellow in the cubicle next to you at work, and maybe the kid who deliv-
ers your newspaper does too, but the rest of the world doesn’t. The rest of 
the world salivates for amazing real-life stories like yours. It makes everyone 
feel warm and squishy inside when they see the heights the human spirit can 
achieve.

Here are a few examples of this type of memoir:

	 ✓	Isobella Jade’s Almost 5’4 (Gamine Press): This book details her strug-
gles with being one of the smallest models in the business. Even more 
amazing was that she wrote it at the Apple Store on Prince Street in 
Soho, because she was homeless and living on McDonald’s dollar menu 
items.

	 ✓	Ernesto Che Guevara’s The Motorcycle Diaries: Notes on a Latin 
American Journey (Ocean Press): This book, which has been a New 
York Times bestseller multiple times, details Che’s travels across South 
America with his biochemist friend. Together, they witnessed so much 
social injustice that Guevara became an iconic revolutionary for the rest 
of his life.

	 ✓	Julie Metz’s Perfection: A Memoir of Betrayal and Renewal (Voice): 
Seven months after her husband dropped dead, she found out that he’d 
been cheating. So this brutally honest memoir recounts how Metz does 
what every cheated-on person dreams of — she hunted down and con-
fronted every single woman. (Although the situation of being cheated on 
isn’t that unique, how she handled it indeed was.)
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You want to understand/know yourself better
Self-knowledge is a great goal, and more people seek this goal as they mature. 
Writing a memoir is the careful observation of your inner world. Stick it out 
through the entire process, and you’ll have a much stronger handle on who 
you are, what you’re about, what you believe in, and why you’re the person 
you are today.

	 A real benefit of this reason for writing a memoir is that publication for the 
masses isn’t a huge motivation. You may even choose to keep the final book-
length product in the family, or amongst a select group of friends, which is 
no problem. Make sure you do read the chapters on publication, just in case. 
Told well, any memoir has value to others.

You want to document your life
If you’re like most people, around age 50 you start to realize how much you 
didn’t know about your parents, and their parents, and their parents, all of 
whom are likely no longer with you. You’ve lost access to a rich, meaningful 
past that is part of your family’s legacy. You don’t have to be a genius to realize 
that your own kids or other family members might one day feel the same way. 

Legitimized my story: My own  
authority-figure experience

A few weeks after my own memoir (Unplugged) 
came out, I was invited out of the blue to do a 
three-hour interview with George Noory on 
Coast to Coast, a radio program that averages 
three million listeners. After the interview, the 
Amazon sales ranking for my book jumped from 
more than one million to well under 1,000 and 
stayed there for quite some time. And from that 
single interview, I got three invitations to do 
other radio interviews and dozens of requests 
for advice on my topic from regular people. 
Because of that single book, I have more speak-
ing event opportunities than I can possibly do, 
and I’ve been on shows like Dr. Drew, Issues 
with Jane Velez-Mitchell, and ABC News. I’ve 

even had an Associated Press story on me that 
ran in more than 100 newspapers and appeared 
in 15+ countries. In essence, writing this one 
book made me an authority on my topic — video 
games and video game addiction — overnight.

If I didn’t have a book published on this subject, 
I wouldn’t have been featured in all those media 
outlets. I didn’t get any more knowledgeable on 
my subject by virtue of writing or publishing a 
book — I knew the same stuff before. But the 
book validated it in a public way that people 
understand and respect. A memoir can make 
you seem more legitimate in their eyes. 
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	 You can use the writing of a memoir as an opportunity to document yourself 
and your experiences. Keep your story — your family’s story — immune to 
the ravages of time. Plus you just might build family unity, create memories, 
and establish traditions for generations to come along the way.

	 Families with rich oral histories can benefit from this type of reason for writ-
ing a memoir. For that type of book, a lot of Q&A may be effective because 
it’ll capture the tempo and tenor of people’s speech. It’ll place the stories in a 
strong social context that you won’t have to develop as much in exposition.

You want to set the record straight
People write this type of memoir to clarify the truth of an event or series of 
events. For most people, this reason isn’t the main one for writing a memoir 
unless they were thrown out of office, accused of a sordid sex scandal, or 
falsely imprisoned for 11 years for a hate crime.

Although you can try to get your record-setting story out via newspapers, 
radio, TV, and the Internet, none of those options has the respect and lasting 
power of a well-published, well-written book. In fact, publishing a book that 
details the true account of how you didn’t do something will likely earn you 
plenty of media coverage, but the reverse isn’t always true. Plenty of people 
get a radio interview or two-minutes on a TV show to tell their side of a story, 
and that doesn’t lead to a book deal. So just write the book in the first place 
and utilize the publicity techniques in Chapter 21 to know with confidence 
that you’re taking the best option to revise the incorrect “truth” most people 
believe.

Some memoirists aren’t trying to show that the events are untrue, but rather 
set the record straight by offering the full context that created the events. 
Some readers and critics may see this as the author trying to absolve himself 
or herself of guilt or culpability, which is okay. Giving people a fuller appre-
ciation for something that happened is a fine motive for writing a memoir.

A few examples of this type of book include

	 ✓	Jose Baez and Peter Golenbock’s Presumed Guilty: Casey Anthony, 
The Inside Story (BenBella Books): Here, Anthony’s lawyer says Florida 
detectives should’ve realized Casey Anthony “wasn’t playing with a full 
deck.”

	 ✓	Courtney Love’s untitled forthcoming memoir: In this tell-all, Love 
gives the real scoop on her life with Kurt Cobain, his suicide in 1994, her 
own drug problems, and her Hollywood career. Her goal is to get past 
all the tabloid falsehoods and literally “set the record straight,” as she 
explained to the Associated Press.


