


The Power of Voice in Memoir 



 “Voice is not style. It’s not technique. It’s not branding. 
It’s not the decision to write in first person.” 
 Rachelle Gardner, big shot literary agent 

 
 “Voice is what old grizzled writers tell young, bright-

eyed, up-and-coming wannabes, to do more of.” 
 The Atlantic 

 
 “I know the voices aren’t real, but man do they come 

up with some good ideas.” 

 







 “Tissue that connects, supports, binds or separates 
other tissues or organs typically having relatively few 
cells embedded in an amorphous matrix, often with 
collagen or other fibers, and including elastic tissues.” 
 
 National Library of Medicine 



 “All the fun is in how you say a thing.”  
 Robert Frost 

 
 “Voice is not consciously arrived at any more than one 

arrives at eye color. Your voice is YOU.” 
 Truman Capote 

 
 “Voice results more from what a person IS than from 

what he (or she) knows. 
 E.B. White 



 Make a List of Five Memories. 
 Be open. Select whatever pops into your head. It can be 

serious, silly, important, scenic, frightening, joyful, etc. 
 

 Describe each  Memory in Five Words or less. 
 Use words that will bring the memory to life for you, and 

in your mind. Don’t edit yourself. (Believe me, the whole 
world wants to edit you. Don’t make their job any easier.) 

 
 



 Brainstorm Life Categories. 
 For example, LSSU, High School, skiing, camp 

counselor, my Goth phase, when Sheila and I were 
friends, etc. 

 
 Assign each of your five memories a Life Category. 

 Some memories might have their own category, and 
some will be together in a category.  
 



 Select ONE memory to write about. 
 Ask yourself:  

 
 What is the starting moment of this memory? 
 What did I want most at the time of this memory? 
 What is the moment when I get/don’t get it? 
 What is the lesson I learned? 





 “My mother and father were born in the most 
beautiful place on earth, in the foothills of the 
Appalachians along the Alabama-Georgia line. It was a 
place where gray mists hid the tops of low, deep-green 
mountains, where redbone and bluetick hounds 
flashed through the pines as they chased possums into 
the sacks of old men in frayed overalls, and where old 
women in bonnets dipped Bruton snuff.” 
 Rick Bragg, All Over but the Shoutin’ 



 “Half my life ago, I killed a girl.” 
 Darin Strauss, Half A Life 



 “I was seventeen, she was fifty. I had not yet come into 
my own as a qualifying belligerent but I was a 
respectable contender and she, naturally, was at the 
top of her game. The lines were drawn, and we did not 
fail one another. Each of us rose repeatedly to the bait 
the other tossed out. Our storms shook the apartment; 
paint blistered, linoleum cracked, glass shivered in the 
window frame.” 
 Vivian Gornick, Fierce attachments 



 “Daddy urged me to bite down hard on any kid getting 
the better of me. ‘Lay the ivory to ‘em, Pokey,’ was how 
he put it. Even if I got whipped, a bite left a mark that 
would stay with a person.” 
 Mary Karr, The Liar’s Club 



 “I realize as I write this that I do not want to finish this 
account. Nor did I want to finish the year. The 
craziness is receding but no clarity is taking its place. I 
look for resolution and find none. My image of John 
alive will become more remote, even ‘mudgy,’ softened, 
transmuted into whatever best serves my life without 
him. In fact this is already beginning to happen.” 
 Joan Didion, The Year of Magical Thinking 



 “There have been times when the act of writing has 
been a little act of faith, apit in the eye of despair. The 
second half of this book was written in that spirit. I 
gutted it out, as we used to say when we were kids. 
Writing is not life, but I think it can be a way back to 
life. That was something I found out in the summer of 
1999 when a man driving a blue van almost killed me.” 
 Stephen King, On Writing: A Memoir of the Craft 
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