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Syllabus, PowerPoint, and handouts are available at: 

chrisalanforeman.com/memoir
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WHAT IS MEMOIR?

Memoir is a first-person life narrative.

Memoir tells your story and muses upon it, 
trying to unravel what it means in light of 
current knowledge.

Memoir is truth re-imagined. You become the 
editor of your own life.
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MORE ABOUT MEMOIR

Moments in your story should resonate with 
readers, especially within your community.

Your memoir should be deeply personal yet 
universal.

Your memoir is part art and part craft: The art is 
the concept and the craft is the in bringing it to 
completion.
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WHERE IS MEMOIR?

Memoir

FictionNon- Fiction

Poetry

Story-
tellingHistorical

Fiction

Novel

Biography

Journal

Essay
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NARRATIVE ARC

 Construct an arc for the narrative, both for the 
entire text and for each chapter; a take-off, a 
flight of words, and a graceful landing.

 To keep the reader’s attention, include conflict 
and resolution, tension and release. There may be 
surprises and sometimes non-resolution.

 In memoir, the reader moves through your story 
as you perceived it; years compressed into a 
sentence and an hour expressed in a chapter.
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VOCABULARY AND GRAMMAR
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WHO IS YOUR AUDIENCE?

Especially if you intend to market your book, identify 
your key audience.

Keep this audience picture in mind as you write.

Your book dedication may provide a hint at your 
intended audience.

Compose a working title, a brief back cover bio, and a 
brief encapsulation of the narrative (elevator speech).
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USING YOUR SENSES 
SHOW DON’T TELL (SDT)

Concrete nouns can be experienced by one of the 
senses. They tend to go with showing.

Abstract nouns can be experiences in the mind. 
They tend to go with telling.

Descriptions especially should show not tell.

Try to include all five senses. 
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NAMING NAMES

The names of people, places, and products 
make your writing interesting and believable. 
They evoke the time and place.

When writing about living people, get their 
permission (or at least warn them). 
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THE TRUTH: WHAT, WHY, AND HOW?

Understand the difference between exact truth (fact) 
and emotional truth. Memoir is intensely subjective.

You may adjust details in the interest of clarity, perhaps 
reorder events or combine characters. Conversations 
must be re-imagined.

Happy endings don’t always happen. Don’t favor 
completion over complexity. 
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Oliver Cromwell

Your memoir – your self portrait - is an act of vanity for posterity. 
Do your best to also make it an act of honesty with a measure of modesty.

Warts and all
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VOCABULARY AND GRAMMAR
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CHOOSE YOUR WORDS

Verbs carry meaning. Nouns should be concrete. 
Use modifiers sparingly (adjectives and adverbs).

Metaphors, similes, and symbols enrich meaning, 
making us see something in new a way. 

Avoid clichés. Avoid word  repetition.

Try always to use active voice not passive voice.

Memoir Writing @ San Mateo Senior Center    page 20



REMEMBER POINT OF VIEW (POV)

 In memoir, POV is naturally first person

The narrator is you, the author and protagonist.

Be careful not to violate POV. Don’t slip into 
omniscience.
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THE THREE BASIC ELEMENTS
OF ANY STORY

Setting ~ Evoke a vivid sense of place and time.

People ~ Make your characters round not flat

Plot ~ This is story’s organization, structure, and arc. 
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VOCABULARY AND GRAMMAR
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DISCOVER YOUR VOICE

Your voice is the way you speak in public at your 
practiced best.

Make your voice confident and confiding. Use 
humor and irony.

When dealing with a painful subject, try not to 
“wallow” but to “bear witness”.
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CONSISTENCIES

 You must do research to get public facts correct and 
you must edit so as not to contradict your own 
statements.

 External Consistency. Make sure the memoir facts line 
up with the real world. For example, if grandma was 
born in 1910, don’t report that Teddy Roosevelt was 
president. 

 Internal Consistency. Make sure the memoir facts line 
up within the text. For example, what you say on page 
10 meshes with what you say on page 20. 
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MOVING AROUND IN TIME

One of the hardest things to do elegantly is to 
move around in time without confusing your 
reader.

A memoir is typically written in the past tense. 
Therefore, know the tenses: Present, Past, 
Present Perfect, and Past Perfect. 

Diagram the time span covered in the memoir, 
maybe composing a timeline for each character. 
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VOCABULARY AND GRAMMAR
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FOUR PARTS OF YOUR WRITING

 Scene deals with a short span of time, something like the actual 

time it takes for the scene to unravel in life.

 Summary covers a lot of time in a few paragraphs.

 Background or Retrospective fills in information needed to grasp 

the story.

 Musing is an important element in memoir. It is the narrator 

reflecting on the story. 
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PARAGRAPHS

Paragraphs are the unit of thought.

Words, phrases, and sentences build the 
paragraph.

The paragraph builds the section, chapter, and 
book.

 In dialog, a change in speaker requires a change in 
paragraph.
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VOCABULARY AND GRAMMAR
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THINK CINEMATICALLY

For many people--especially 
for those who are fans of 
motion pictures--visualize 
your narrative as one might 
view a movie or compose a 
movie script.
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Nine ways to boost your writing motivation 
(that actually work) ~ Tucker Max

1. Don't Confuse Motivation with Passion

2. Outline First

3. Create Small, Attainable Goals

4. Make It a Daily Practice

5. Don't Be Perfect—Vomit on the Page

6. Focus on the Reader

7. Practice Self-Care

8. Announce the Book

9. Recognize and Face Your Fear
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https://scribemedia.com/writing-motivation/
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C.S. Lewis Advice on Writing



VOCABULARY AND GRAMMAR
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All Writing Is Re-writing

1. Check for mis-spellings, repeated  and omitted words, punctuation.

2. Examine word choice, especially verbs, then nouns. Upgrade common to precise 
wording.

3. As you re-read, if you inadvertently speak out loud a different word, it’s 
probably a better choice.

4. Consider consistency. Does what you’ve just written mesh with previous 
material?

5. Rearrange paragraphs, join them, separate them, eliminate them if necessary.

6. Check your time flow. Prior events nearly always belong before later ones.

7. If a significant name or place appears abruptly, you may want to provide words 
of introduction.
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VOCABULARY AND GRAMMAR
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Acquire a writer4s

ACQUIRE A WRITER’S REFERENCE
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VOCABULARY AND GRAMMAR
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Spell-check won’t catch these
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Three Suggestions To Spark Your Memory

1. Think of important questions you would like to have asked your 
ancestor, but that opportunity has passed. Consider what your 
descendants would like to ask you. 

2. Collect objects of memory as “pegs in time”: photos, videos, 
certificates, journals, letters, tax forms, and official records. Use 
them as touchstones to jog your memory and sequence your 
timeline. 

3. Do on-line research in subjects related to your memoir—places, 
people, times. Weave the details into your narrative.
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FULLY UTILIZE  YOUR  WORD  PROCESSING  TOOLS

 Read Aloud

 Show/Hide

 Synonyms and Thesaurus (Right click on word)    
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VOCABULARY AND GRAMMAR
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Alternatives To Paper
                                 On-line Presence 

 Blog
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Consider a blog



Current Blogs

Memoir Writing @ San Mateo Senior Center    page 61



My Online Universe
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VOCABULARY AND GRAMMAR
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