




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

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


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



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.

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


Dedication
To the many writing students of all ages who have ever

entered my classroom, 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 technical 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.



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 (http://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

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


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



Memoir Writing For

Dummies®

Visit

www.dummies.com/cheatsheet/memoirwriting

to view this book's cheat sheet.

Table of Contents

Introduction

About this Book

Conventions Used in this Book

What Not to Read

Foolish Assumptions

How This Book Is Organized

Part I: The First Steps to Writing a Memoir

Part II: Telling Your Story with Pizzazz

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

Part IV: Sharing Your Story: A Publishing Primer

Part V: The Part of Tens

Icons Used in this Book

Where to Go from Here

Part I: The First Steps to Writing a

Memoir

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


Chapter 1: The Lowdown on Memoir Writing: Just

the Basics

Understanding What Makes a Memoir a Memoir

Naming the Essential Parts of a Memoir

Making the Necessary Revisions and Edits to Help Your Memoir Shine

Focusing on the End Goal: Publishing

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

Chapter 2: Getting Started: What You Need to Know

about Writing Your Memoir

Figuring Out Why Anyone Would Want to Write a Memoir

You’re an authority in your field (or you aspire to be one)

You have a powerful, unique story to share

You want to understand/know yourself better

You want to document your life

You want to set the record straight

You enjoy a challenge

You enjoy playing with language

You find writing therapeutic

You can’t help but write

Granting Yourself Permission to Write a Memoir

Creating the reading experience of fiction with facts

Using elements of your life versus your entire life

Focusing on More Than Just Fame and Fortune

Tapping into the Vaults of Memory

Doing your best to remember



Discovering your past

Engaging your history

Contemplating Reading’s Role

Examining bestseller lists

Imitating how to write

Finding your audience

Writing Exercises to Just Get You Started in the Right Direction

Chapter 3: Understanding What Readers Expect:

The Story Behind a Good Story

Following the Traditional Story

Building your character’s history: Pattern

Evolving: External change

Upping the ante: Complication

Guiding the story: Internal change

Seeing Your Story as a Pyramid

Starting the story: Exposition and inciting action

Increasing the emotion: Rising action

Reaching the emotional peak: Climax

Starting to resolve: Falling action

Wrapping up everything: Resolution

Looking at an example of the pyramid structure: Little Red Riding

Hood

Eyeing the Importance of Plot

Chapter 4: Researching and Remembering:

Gathering Enough Material

Tapping into Your Past: Unlocking Your Memories



Coloring with crayons

Practicing deep thinking and breathing

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

Examining childhood photos and home movies and videos

Reading old newspapers, books, and magazines

Seeing what’s been saved in scrapbooks

Flipping through your school yearbooks

Checking vital records

Using Others as a Mirror to See Yourself

Starting with others’ stories

Using personal interviews

Sticking to the Truth: Avoid Embellishment

Identifying the difference between truth-truth and story-truth

Grasping why honesty matters

Writing Exercises to Jumpstart Your Memory

Chapter 5: Developing Ideas like the Pros

Summoning Your Muse: How to Get Inspired

Finding and recognizing inspiration

Location, location, location

Protecting your time to write

Dealing with (or creating) distractions

Keeping a journal

Staying away from booze and drugs

Giving Yourself Some Structure

Put yourself on the Stephen King plan



Take a writing class

Join a critique group

Join a professional organization

Subscribe to a writer’s magazine

Find an ideal reader

Breaking Past Writer’s Block

Checking your ego at the door

Silencing your inner critic

Writing a zero draft

Focus on writing, not on publication

Part II: Telling Your Story with Pizzazz

Chapter 6: Giving Your Story Some Structure

Going in Chronological Structure

Taking a Semi- (or Anti-) Chronological Structure

Going with an Episodic Structure

Grasping the power of bite-sized scenes

Considering the unexpected publishing benefit of an episodic

structure

Sticking with a Thematic Structure: Focus on Connective Threads

Recognizing Unconventional Structures

Developing an Outline that Works for You

Creating a basic outline: No painkillers required

Using an outline: Take advantage of the benefits

Identifying the different types of outlines

Knowing when to throw out your outline



Writing Exercises on Story Structure

Chapter 7: Establishing the Setting and Scene

Maximizing the Power of a Scene

Facing resistance to reach a goal

Thinking about sequels

Using story beats

Defining Setting: Where It’s All At

Including the natural world

Dialogue your way into setting

Try a little culture

Creating a Sense of Place

Adding dimensions: Physical space

Describing setting with movement

Noting familiarity with surroundings

Noting the time

Working with Atmosphere

Intensifying mood

Foreshadowing: What’s to come

Tackling Exposition: Keeping on Task

Incorporating Narrative Summary: Knowing When It Makes Sense

Making History Come Alive Through Using the Present Tense

Writing Exercises on Creating Effective Scenes and Settings

Chapter 8: The Character of Characters

Understanding What Makes a Good Character

Dealing with desire



Getting physical

Giving your characters an age

Adding patterns of behavior

Getting inside their head

Portraying action

Identifying Character Archetypes

The story’s hero

The nemesis

Antihero

Mentor

The fool

Sidekick

Making Characters Three-Dimensional

Utilizing backstory

Avoiding stereotypes and clichés

Making Sure Your Characters Change

Comparing static and dynamic characters

Presenting change: The how-to

Creating some motivation

Dealing with Minor Characters

Writing Exercises on Creating Effective Characters

Chapter 9: Making the Most of Dialogue

Managing Memoir Dialogue Differently than Novel Dialogue

Recognizing What Good Dialogue Should Do for Your Manuscript

Providing action



Advancing plot

Showing character depth and values

Providing some relief from the wall of text syndrome

Identifying the Four Types of Dialogue

Summary

Indirect

Direct

Combination

Managing the Mechanics

Using commas correctly

Verifying quotation marks

Drafting Speech that Sounds Real versus Real Speech

Working in sentence fragments

Using umm, errr, and huh

Using can’t or cannot

Writing Less Is More

Avoiding oh-so-empty vacuous speech

The need for silence

Questioning but not answering

Considering Accents and Dialect

Avoiding accents: Righty-o, Guv’nor!

Staying away from phonetic spellings

Using idiosyncratic expressions

Being Aware Where Dialogue Goes Awry

Talking heads

Getting caught up in the “said” dilemma



Pretending to be dialogue

Killing readers with the name game

Writing Exercises to Help Your Dialogue

Chapter 10: Realizing the Power of Voice

Grasping Voice: Your Manuscript’s Soul

Seeing how voice affects your manuscript

How you deliver the story: Whispering in the reader’s ear

Being a Minimalist versus Maximalist

Using Tone

Reveal details

Come from a different angle

Stay consistent

Take responsibility

Creating Irony

Generating Humor

Using (Yes, I Said “Using”) Clichés

Writing Exercises to Help You Find Your Voice

Chapter 11: Handling Point of View

Understanding Your Basic Options

First person

Second person

Third person

Recognizing When “I” Isn’t “Me”

Using Multiple Points of View in a Single Story

Creating Narrative Distance



Writing Exercises to Help Find the Right Point of View

Chapter 12: Bold Beginnings and Fantastic Finishes

Going with the Three-Act Structure

Moving and changing

Writing effective acts

Beginning with the First Scene: Setting Up Act 1

Making first lines matter

Eyeing your main theme to start your memoir

Avoiding problems when starting your story

Moving to the Middle Scenes: Making Act 2 Work

Meeting some basic obligations

Examining why so many middles fail

Raising the tension

Ending with the Final Scene: Closing Act 3

Making the last lines matter

Finding some closure

Ending your memoir: Some helpful suggestions

Figuring out what to do next

Writing Exercises to Help with Beginnings and Endings

Part III: Revising, Editing, and Pushing

Your Story to the Next Level

Chapter 13: Adjusting the Big Picture: Fine-Tuning

Structure and Story

Sizing Up Your Story: Maintaining Proportion



Revving Up the Story’s Engine: Bring On Conflicts Big and Small

Adjusting the Pace

Speeding up or slowing down the pace

Knowing when to take it slow

Avoiding three pacing mistakes even good writers make

Using Transitions Effectively

Examining scene and chapter transitions

Applying transitions to your manuscript

Writing Exercises on the “Big Picture”

Chapter 14: Ensuring the Theme and Meaning Are

What You Want

Focusing on Theme between the Lines

Staying on task (of story)

Looking for repetition

Recognizing the main theme versus other themes

Addressing each theme

Creating Key Images

Comparing the types of images

Considering three examples of key images

Using Timing for Comedic or Tragic Effects

Recognizing Why Your Memoir’s Title Matters

Writing Exercises on Generating Theme and Meaning

Chapter 15: Making Revisions

Comparing Revision and Editing: Differentiating between the Two

Being Committed and Brutal to Your Text



Developing Your Revision Process (and Sticking to It)

Making Revisions: A Nine-Item Checklist

Incorporating Three More Advanced Revision Tactics

Remembering the reader

Acknowledging the power of change

The subject matter of memoirs

Keeping Your Eye on the Prize: Wowing Others with Your Story

Writing Exercises on Revision

Chapter 16: Streamlining Your Story with Sentence-

Level Edits

Having a Firm Grasp on Grammar

Appeasing Your High School English Teacher: Avoid Wordiness

Using better nouns and verbs versus more modifiers and qualifiers

Clarity truly matters

Resisting the Urge to Overexplain

Showing versus Telling

Avoiding Amateur Constructions

Steering Clear of Common Grammar Issues

Fixing dangling participles

Identifying homonym issues

Lie versus lay

Maximizing the Active Voice

Bringing in a Professional Editor

Making cuts before hiring a pro: The 10 percent rule

Seeing how a pro can help

Knowing how much an editor can cost



Finding and hiring a pro

Working with a pro

Writing Exercises on Effective Self-Editing

Chapter 17: Saying the Unsayable: Knowing What

to Include or Exclude

Tackling Painful Memories

Touching on the Taboo: Family Secrets with the Living

Dealing with the Dead: Unclear or Missing Information

Looking at the Ethics of a Memoir

Thinking like a journalist

Mattering beyond the “I”

Laying Out Your Legal Issues

Harming someone’s reputation: Libel

Invading someone’s right to privacy

Protecting yourself: Bring in the lawyers

Writing Exercises on Saying the Unsayable

Part IV: Sharing Your Story: A Publishing

Primer

Chapter 18: Locating and Landing a Literary Agent

Seeing What a Good Literary Agent Can Do for You

Eyeing an agent’s role

Determining whether you need an agent

Finding an Agent Who Meets Your Needs

Referrals rule



Agent listings and databases

Conference your way to connections

Hooking the Right Agent

Sticking to the submission guidelines

Understanding what literary agents hate from writers

Trying some insider tactics

Being leery of a bad agent

Making Sense of an Agent Agreement

Identifying what’s in a standard agreement

Asking questions before you sign an agency agreement

Looking beyond the dotted line

Know when your relationship is at the end (and what to do about it!)

Chapter 19: Making Sense of Traditional Publishing

and the Submission Process

Researching Publishers

Locating publishers

Checking out your prospective publishers

Working with a Publisher: The Pros

Editors, well, edit

Professional layout and design

PR plan and team

Higher chance of reviews

Advances and royalties

Going with a Publisher: The Cons

Acceptance to publication timeline

Low royalties



One book/writer among many

Lack of control

Out of print

Crafting a Winning Query Letter

Naming the basic elements

Recognizing what an editor (or literary agent) hopes for in your query

Grasping the Power of a Proposal: Think like a Publisher

Staying Away from Serious Submission Don’ts

Generically referring to the editor

Shooting a shotgun

Claiming that your book is the next best thing

Sending sloppy writing

Submitting incomplete work

Using Subsidy/Vanity Publishers

The pros with subsidy and vanity publishers

The cons with subsidy and vanity publishers

Chapter 20: Going It Alone: Self-Publishing and E-

Publishing

The Lowdown on Self-Publishing and E-Publishing

Defining self-publishing and e-publishing

Seeing why some authors self-publish

Deciding Whether to Self-Publish: The Pros and Cons

The advantages

The disadvantages

Facing the Reality of E-Publishers

Recognizing the three types of e-book publishing



The 4-1-1 on the main e-book retailers

Using DRM (or not)

Identifying self e-publishing pros

Considering self e-publishing cons

Researching Printers

Finding the right printer

Considering print-on-demand

Getting the best deal

Getting and using an ISBN and bar code

Pricing Your Book: Two Philosophies

Letting Amazon Distribute Your Book: You Need to Do More

Noting Common Self-Publishing Issues

Chapter 21: Promoting Your Finished Product (and

Yourself)

Grasping the Difference between Marketing and Publicity

Recognizing Free Ways that You Can Promote Your Book

Getting local author appearances

Inviting friends to buy the book

Getting copies to word-spreaders

Suggesting people give your book as a gift for the holidays

Offering a free reading or discussion to local book clubs

Making a book PR signature line for your e-mail

Writing a newspaper op-ed tied to your story

Making yourself available to the media

Writing your next book

Marketing Your Memoir: A Little Monetary Investment Can Pay Off



Developing a website for your book

Throwing a publication party

Sending out book cover postcards

Making and distributing business cards

Using Others to Market Your Book: Hiring a Freelance Publicist

Knowing what a freelance publicist can do for you

Finding a freelance publicist

Hiring a freelance publicist

Part V: The Part of Tens

Chapter 22: Ten Myths about Memoirs

No One Reads Memoirs

You Have to Be a Celebrity to Write One

My Family and Friends Remember Things Differently

People Will Hate Me If I Include Them

I Can’t Write an Entire Book

I’m Going to Be Rich and Famous

My Life Is So (Insert Adjective Here) that It Will Be a Bestseller

I Don’t Have Any Writing Credentials

I’ve Been Journaling for Years So Writing My Memoir Will Be a Breeze

I’ll Get to It . . . Later . . .

Chapter 23: Ten Reasons Memoirs Are Rejected

Insufficient Editing

Data Dumping versus Storytelling

Lack of Focus



Improper/Incomplete Submission Procedure

Skips/Avoids the Juiciest, Most Interesting Parts

Incredibly . . . Slooooow . . . Pace

Lack of a True Emotional Experience

Theme Bludgeons the Readers

The Story Is Overly (and Unnecessarily) Complicated

The Writing Is Merely Competent versus Exciting

Chapter 24: Ten Tips to Writing Your First Book

Thinking of Yourself as a Writer

Getting Some Writing Momentum

Failing to Plan Is Planning to Fail

Stopping in the Middle of . . .

Having the Courage to Write Badly

Knowing That Plenty of Good Blueprints for Writing a Memoir Exist

Celebrating Small Victories

Stealing Writing Time

Killing Your Internet

Reading and Reading Some More

Cheat Sheet



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 confusing, 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.

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 practical skills to improve your

writing ability. This book gives you what you need to


