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THE
EVERYTHING®
GUIDE TO 
WRITING NONFICTION

Dear Reader, 

I always loved to write and when I first began to write seriously, I wrote poetry, short stories, and even a novel. Write nonfiction? Too mundane. Yet shortly after my first poem and a short story were published, a strange turn of events took place. I began to write and publish nonfiction and ever since almost all my writing has been nonfiction.

So while I still occasionally mine the imagined world of fiction, I spend most of my time exploring the world in which we live, sometimes unearthing the past from which we stem, and pondering how to make for a better tomorrow. I have learned that far from being mundane, writing nonfiction is the most exciting and challenging quest a writer can undertake.

However, in order to succeed in transforming information, ideas, and observations into coherent and satisfying sentences good enough to be published requires attaining the knowledge and skills writing nonfiction demands. It is my hope that in this book I can share with you what I have learned over the years so you can achieve your goals as a nonfiction writer and enjoy the adventure along the way.



Sincerely, 
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Welcome to the EVERYTHING® Series!



These handy, accessible books give you all you need to tackle a difficult project, gain a new hobby, comprehend a fascinating topic, prepare for an exam, or even brush up on something you learned back in school but have since forgotten.



You can choose to read an Everything® book from cover to cover or just pick out the information you want from our four useful boxes: e-questions, e-facts, e-alerts, and e-ssentials.



We give you everything you need to know on the subject, but throw in a lot of fun stuff along the way, too.



We now have more than 400 Everything® books in print, spanning such wide-ranging categories as weddings, pregnancy, cooking, music instruction, foreign language, crafts, pets, New Age, and so much more. When you’re done reading them all, you can finally say you know Everything®!
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Top Ten Things Every
 Nonfiction Writer Needs to Know 

1. Writing nonfiction requires that your work be true and factual.

2. You can be creative writing nonfiction. Frequently, the techniques of creative writing are applicable to works of nonfiction.

3. Sometimes the work of a nonfiction writer has nothing to do with writing. You need to know how to research, gather facts, interview, and verify information.

4. In order to gain the trust and confidence of the reader that is crucial in writing nonfiction, you must write in a voice of authority.

5. Since there are so many nonfiction genres, you need to be able to identify the category in which you are writing and be familiar with its unique requirements.

6. It is important to know how to write a good hook because you must pique the reader’s interest in the first few sentences so she will want to read on.

7. If you want to publish a nonfiction book, you do not have to write the book before seeking an agent or publisher but instead you must compose and submit a book proposal.

8. The odds of getting your work published may appear daunting but if you send your work to the right market and in a professional manner consistent with the protocol of the process, your chances for success will greatly improve.

9. Just because you write about a subject or experience once does not mean you cannot write about it again from a different perspective or in a different way.

10. Attending writers’ conferences, workshops, and classes will improve your skills as a writer.


Foreword 

I WAS IN MY twenties, and I’d written a bunch of screenplays that hadn’t sold. Several times, I’d come thisclose to a sale, but things just hadn’t come through. I wanted to find a way to earn a living as a writer, so I thought, “Well, I guess I’ll do a little nonfiction writing until my big screenwriting career takes off.”

The idea was to write for a few magazines, then give it up as soon as Mr. Spielberg came to his senses and hired me to write all his movies. But before long, I figured out something: being a nonfiction writer is . . . kinda awesome.

Wearing bunny slippers to work is not even the coolest part. The coolest part is that you get paid to learn about whatever you feel like learning. Just about anything you can think of that interests you will probably also interest other people . . . and if it does, there’s a good chance you can find a market willing to pay you to share what you learn with their readers.

You can define yourself as a writer in so many ways depending on your personality and style. Some areas of writing are more suited to people who are outgoing and social, while others are perfect for people who would rather read research than do interviews. Some are right for people who love to travel, while others work fine from your living room.

As for me, I would never have had the rich life experiences I’ve had if I had shunned the nonfiction world. Among other things, I’ve hung out with Celine Dion until 3 in the morning while we worked on her biography, I’ve spoken with the man who Joe DiMaggio tried to kill because he was having an affair with Marilyn Monroe, I’ve been to a party where most of the guests were soap opera actors, I’ve done book signings and taught workshops, and I conquered my fear of flying because I was inspired by one of my interview subjects who had conquered his. I wrote books with people who awed me, like the first double-amputee to finish the Hawaiian Ironman, and I wrote articles about people doing great things in my community and across the world.

Then there are the perks like being among the first in line to review a new piece of software, book, or even (God bless you, Mr. Dyson) a vacuum cleaner. And the undeniable thrill that comes from seeing your byline on an article in a magazine or the spine of a book. That just never gets old.

I never went back to screenwriting. I found out that I was really suited to this kind of work and this lifestyle. Nineteen books and countless magazine articles later, I’m very proud to be a nonfiction writer, and very glad I picked a career that can grow and change with me.

What I like so much about this book is the way it shines light on possibilities you might not have considered before. You never know which experience is going to change your life for the better, or which assignment is going to lead to terrific new opportunities. I encourage you to grab a plate and think of this book as your buffet; try out several of the writing forms before deciding on your main dish. Do the exercises—even the ones that, at first, don’t strike you as “you” at all.

I hope you will find the endeavor as enriching as I have.



Write on, 
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Contributing Editor, Writer’s Digest 


Introduction 

SO, YOU WANT TO write nonfiction. Not a bad decision since four out of five of the several hundred thousand new books published annually are nonfiction. And on top of that, there are numerous markets for nonfiction besides books where you can send your work. Consequently, choosing to write nonfiction is a wise move if seeing your name and work in print is your goal.

If it is a nonfiction book you want to write, you may feel the challenge is a bit overwhelming. That’s because people tend to fear the unknown. To overcome this, in the pages that follow, you’ll explore all the different types of nonfiction books and learn everything you need to know so you have the confidence and ability to write a nonfiction book whether it’s general, scholarly, or in a specific genre.

On the other hand, you may not be interested in a book length project. Possibly, you want to try your hand at articles or journalism—perhaps a travel piece or covering a rock concert. You may feel strongly about an issue and want to persuade others to share your views, so you would like to write an opinion piece or op-ed. Along the same line, there may be a book or film or restaurant you want to tell people about by writing a review.

It could be that there is a subject of interest you desire to investigate and share with others and you want the writing to be eloquent, so it’s a literary essay you have in mind. Or maybe, you’d rather write a personal essay concerning an experience you had that speaks to the reader or has a universal message. Sometimes, these personal essays are called “memoirs,” which bring us to the subject of writing a book-length memoir possibly based on memories, notes, and jottings in that frayed journal you’ve kept over the years.

But whatever type of nonfiction you are thinking of writing, The Everything® Guide to Writing Nonfiction will inform you of all the categories of nonfiction and also enable you to bring your writing to the level where it’s good enough to be published. We’ll cover all the elements of nonfiction writing and the importance of getting the facts right and how to write in a voice of authority. You’ll learn the importance of research, taking notes, conducting interviews, reconstructing memories, and knowing when you can take “literary license.”

If you are concerned about hurting the feelings of people you want to write about, you will discover how to “disguise” your characters and events and not invade their right to privacy. You’ll also be shown when an individual’s right to privacy does not apply. And, of course, no one wants to be sued for libel, so you will be taught how to avoid a libel judgment. Sometimes, however, it’s not a question of what is legal but rather a matter of doing the right thing, so a chapter is devoted to the ethics of writing nonfiction.

Special attention will be paid to every category of nonfiction and how to write in that particular genre with samples, excerpts, interviews, and writing exercises provided. If you also want to satisfy your craving to be creative and write in a style where the words flow like a well-written novel, creative nonfiction might be the genre for you, and that is covered in detail as well.

Finally, you’ll learn of all the markets for nonfiction—whether articles, essays, reviews, opinion pieces, or books—so that you’ll know exactly what to do when you are ready to share your work with the public. If it is a book-length project, you’ll be shown how to write a book proposal, which is what editors, publishers, and agents want to review to determine whether your project is for them. And speaking of agents, we’ll see how to go about finding the right one or if you should go it alone or even self-publish your book.

If you have given thought to one or more of these projects, then you have entered the exciting world of writing nonfiction. And though it requires work, dedication, and perseverance—it also can be very fulfilling and even a lot of fun. So, whether you have only entertained the notion, or have begun to write your first project, or even have some experience in writing nonfiction, The Everything® Guide to Writing Nonfiction will supply everything you need to get you started, train you in the craft of writing nonfiction, and give you a step up in getting published.


CHAPTER 1
 Becoming a Nonfiction Writer 

All you have to do to be a writer is write. But to be a good writer there is more involved. If you have the passion and desire to write and acquire the knowledge and techniques of proficient writing, you are on your way to transforming your observations and ideas into worthy prose. Choosing nonfiction as a genre opens a world of possibilities, but care must be taken to avoid crossing the line into fiction.

Writing Is a Passion 

Perhaps writing is something you have always enjoyed since you were a child, or maybe you were drawn to writing in college. Possibly you took to writing in those spare moments during your hectic adult life when family and work demanded most of your time. On the other hand, writing may have entered your life in those “twilight years” when the free time you always yearned for finally became a reality.

In any event, the driving force that gets those fingers typing on the keyboard or scrawling with the point of pencil or pen is an overwhelming desire to transform into tangible form the spoken or unspoken word. That’s what you feel. That’s the craving you have. That’s what makes you whole and satisfied at the end of the day. Writing is simply something you must do and that is why you want to write.

Telling It Like It Is 

There are many genres for writers to work within but they all fall into two basic categories—fiction and nonfiction. While this may seem straightforward enough, you’ll see the differences are not often clear. However, one thing all writing has in common is that it serves as an outlet for your passion to share your thoughts, observations, and feelings. One way this has been accomplished is through the telling of tales and narration of stories and when you get right down to it, that’s what writing is all about—telling a “story” that may or may not be true. And sometimes, the “best” stories are the “true” ones!
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“If you think about it, storytelling is, outside of breathing, eating, and sleeping, the most fundamental and time-consuming human activity there is. We listen to and tell stories all our lives.”—Judith Nadell, John Langan, and Eliza A. Comodromos, The Longman Reader, 10th edition 

If you have the desire to tell a story, whether it’s to an audience or to just one person, then you are ready to write. The story can be about someone you know personally or an historical figure. It can be about building a boat and sailing it in the bay. It can be about the time you ran a marathon and another runner stopped to extend a hand when you tripped. Whatever the subject, even if it’s true, it can still be a story.

You Can Be Creative Writing Nonfiction 

Doesn’t being creative mean making something up? Isn’t writing novels, short stories, and poems an act of creativity while writing articles, biographies, and essays is just reporting the facts? How can you possibly satisfy your creative bent by writing nonfiction? Shouldn’t you choose fiction instead?

Absolutely not! Try this exercise. Turn your computer on and take a look at that blank screen. Or, open the drawer where you keep your journal or writing pad and pick up a pen or pencil. Now, write something or strike those keys on the keyboard. Take a look at that screen or sheet of paper and you’ll see that it’s no longer blank. Now, while all it may be is a random assortment of scribbles or letters that make no sense whatsoever, the fact is, there is now something where once there was nothing and that is what “creating” is all about.

So, you can satisfy your desire to be creative by writing nonfiction and we’ll explore this in much more detail in Chapter 19 when dealing with “creative nonfiction.” The real question is, as with all creative outlets—is it any good? Which is what most of this book is about—helping you channel your creative juices into something you can be pleased with and proud of.

Getting Started and Filling the Blank Page 



Transforming those nebulous concepts and pieces of information floating in your head into words and sentences that pervade your first page is one of the most personal processes there are. What works for one person will be counterproductive for someone else.

Nonetheless, there are some factors everyone should consider:

• Determine a time of day or night when you are usually prolific.

• Select a place that is conducive for you to write, keeping in mind where you are physically comfortable and not subject to interruptions.

• Make sure the tools of your trade are working and are at your fingertips, such as computer, pens and paper, reference materials, and so forth.

• Keep distractions at bay by turning off your phone and letting people know you do not want to be disturbed.

• Don’t stare too long at that blank screen or sheet of paper; if need be, get up and do something else, letting you mind work in the background.



Take the Leap 

Ultimately, you have to throw caution to the wind and just write. We all have built in censors that keep saying this won’t work and that’s too awful to put into print. This is not to say that editing and rewriting is not critical to the writing process, because it is. But at some point, you just have to get started and ignore the editor in the back of your head.
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“To write is to plumb the unfathomable depths of being. Writing lies within the domain of mystery. The space between two words is vaster than the distance between heaven and earth. To bridge it you must close your eyes and leap. Ultimately, to write is an act of faith.”—Elie Wiesel from Memoirs 

What will make it easier for you to take the leap and put the first words down on paper is to remember that they are just that—the first words of your first draft. They are not cast in stone and need not be perfect. They can—and likely will—be changed. In fact, very often the first beginning is excised from the final draft altogether. As long as it gets you started, it will have served you well. So, don’t sweat your first beginning.

However, your “final” beginning is crucial and must grab the reader and make her want to read further. This is of utmost importance when it comes to shopping your work to editors and agents, as you will see in Chapter 22. To give you an idea, here are several beginnings for you to consider, although keep in mind what does and doesn’t work is highly subjective.



“As Gregor Samsa awoke one morning from uneasy dreams he found himself transformed in his bed into a gigantic insect.” (The Metamorphosis by Franz Kafka) 



“Happy families are all alike; every unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.” (Anna Karenina by Leo Tolstoy)



“He was called to the Torah, and before reciting the blessing he reached into his tallis bag, removed the silencer, aimed it at his temple, and pulled the trigger.” (The Golems of Gotham by Thane Rosenbaum) 



“Alexey Fyodorovitch Karamazov was the third son of Fyodor Pavlovitch Karamazov, a landowner well known in our district in his own day, and still remembered among us owing to his gloomy and tragic death, which happened thirteen years ago, and which I shall describe in its proper place. For the present I will only say that this “landowner”—for so we used to call him, although he hardly spent a day of his life on his own estate—was a strange type, yet one pretty frequently to be met with, a type abject and vicious and at the same time senseless.” (The Brothers Karamazov by Fyodor Dostoevsky)



“Her name was Connie. She was fifteen and she had a quick, nervous giggling habit of craning her neck to glance into mirrors or checking other people’s faces to make sure her own was all right.” (Where Are You Going, Where Have You Been? by Joyce Carol Oates)



“Khrushchev was in power, or we thought he was, that month I spent as cultural ambassador and banjo-picking bridge between the superpowers, helping to stave off nuclear holocaust.” (Licks of Love in the Heart of the Cold War by John Updike) 



“There are two good things about living in a basement apartment. The first is that you can’t kill yourself by jumping out the window.” (Kill Two Birds & Get Stoned by Kinky Friedman).



Perhaps one or more of these beginnings have inspired you to achieve similar heights. Or, you are convinced more than ever that you might as well make the attempt because you can’t do any worse than what has been written by others. In any event, give it a try. Without thinking for more than a minute, write a sentence or two as a beginning giving no thought to what may follow. Just do it. Now, put it away for another day. Maybe it will lead to something and maybe it will not, but even if it doesn’t, remember this: You survived and are little the worse for wear for having written it. Just take that leap!

What Type of Writer Are You?

Just like most personality traits, there seems to be two types of writers— probably having to do with right-brain or left-brain dominance. There is the organized, meticulous, and disciplined writer and when you walk into his writer’s garret, everything is in place, structured, and laid out for efficiency. We’ll call this person Type A. Then there is Type B who is always full of ideas, whose mind wanders in all directions with different ways to turn a phrase, and when you walk into her writer’s garret, it is strewn with books, papers, note cards, half-open bags of snack foods, and the computer is unplugged.

Naturally, you may fit somewhere in between and exhibit some traits of Type A and Type B but probably, one disposition dominates. The thing to remember is that neither temperament is better than the other. It’s just a question of making adjustments so you can write and be productive.

If you are Type A, the toughest challenge you may face is coming up with ideas, so maybe what you need to do is leave your workplace and get out and about with nothing to do other than relax and be open to your surroundings. Let your mind flow. If you’re Type B, ideas are not the problem. It’s more likely that keeping track of them is the hard part, so having a small notebook handy to jot them down will be useful. When you get home, transfer the ideas to cards and a poster board or organize them on your computer.

The way you write will also reflect the type of writer you are. You may write page after page for hours without looking back or you may dwell on each word and sentence until it reaches perfection. But regardless of the style you employ, as you will see in the following, rewriting is at the heart of good writing.
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“Tellers of stories with ink on paper, not that they matter anymore, have been either swoopers or bashers. Swoopers write a story quickly, higgledy-piggledy, crinkum-crankum, any which way. Then they go over it again painstakingly, fixing everything that is just plain awful or doesn’t work. Bashers go one sentence at a time, getting it exactly right just before they go on to the next one. When they’re done they’re done. I am a basher.”—Kurt Vonnegut, Timequake 

Useful Techniques in Writing Nonfiction 

Whether you are a Type A or Type B writer, the techniques you need to keep in mind as you write are essentially the same. There are many techniques applicable to writing nonfiction—some of them we have touched upon and others will be explored in more detail later. But here are some key points to bear in mind:



1. In writing nonfiction, professionalism is important and more attention must be paid to grammar, spelling, and punctuation than in writing fiction.

2. Be concise and respect word count limits.

3. While the canon of fiction writing, “show don’t tell,” sometimes applies, especially to creative nonfiction, typically you need not give it much consideration, but you must take care that when instructing or “telling,” you do so in a compelling voice.

4. Spoon-feed the information and avoid inundating the reader with too much data and too many details at one time.

5. When you read your work for purposes of the rewrite, read from the point of view of the reader, not as the writer, so that nothing is assumed.

6. When rewriting and editing, don’t be afraid to remove material—even an entire section—but keep it around because you may want to use it in another project.



Find Your Voice 

Once you have begun to put words to paper you have reached the critical point of determining how it will sound to the reader. “Sound,” you ask? “I’m not making a speech or having a conversation,” you say. “I’m writing and the reader is reading.”

If you are thinking these thoughts, try this exercise. Pick up anything but a newspaper article and read it and be aware of the voice in your head transmitting the words. It may sound like your voice but in fact it’s the voice of the writer, which will only sound authentic if it reflects the writer.
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When rewriting and editing, don’t be so critical that you will never be satisfied with what you have written. At some point, just be done with it and say, “It’s as good as it’s going to get.” Otherwise, you’ll never send out your work to be published.

In writing nonfiction, the voice is critical because the reader is asked to trust and believe that the material is true. The voice must be one of authority or at least be honest and believable. To make certain you are writing in your voice, write something and then try reading it aloud. If it sounds stilted or you are stumbling over the sentences or it just doesn’t seem right, then you haven’t found your voice. On the other hand, if the words flow out as natural as can be and seems to fit like a well-tailored suit, you’re ready to write.

Is It Fiction or Nonfiction?

Okay, now you’re set to go. Or are you? You better make sure it’s nonfiction you’re writing if that’s your intent. This may appear to be a simple matter, but it is not. Despite the fact that nonfiction is based on facts and purported to be true and fiction arises from the writer’s imagination, it is not a question of black and white but rather an issue cloaked in shades of gray.

How Can the Reader Tell the Difference?

Theoretically, only the writer knows for certain whether her work should be classified as fiction or nonfiction, and we’ll get to this soon. But first, doesn’t it seem probable that an attentive reader can discern the difference? See for yourself with these two excerpts from different books:



“The other white cook, Andy, lives on his dry-docked boat, which, as far as I can tell from his loving descriptions, can’t be more than twenty feet long. He offers to take me out on it once it’s repaired, but the offer comes with inquiries as to my marital status, so I do not follow up on it.”



“This is the story of my older brother’s strange criminal behavior and his disappearance. No one urged me to reveal these things; no one asked me not to. We who loved him simply no longer speak of Wade, not among ourselves and not with anyone else, either.”



Can you say for certain which is fiction and which is nonfiction? The first excerpt is from Barbara Ehrenreich’s Nickel and Dimed, a work of nonfiction about the time she entered the world of the “working poor” for a year. The second excerpt is the beginning of Affliction, a novel by Russell Banks that was subsequently made into a movie.

Now if you had picked the correct answers, ask yourself, “How did I know?” because it really is nothing more than a good guess on your part. As you shall see later in this chapter and again in Chapter 19, some works of nonfiction read like fiction and there are works of fiction that ring so true it is hard to believe they are not. The bottom line is that the reader can never be certain and must rely on the writer’s representation in order to know whether it’s fact or fiction.

Sometimes Only the Writer Knows 

How many times have you watched a movie where the plot was so fantastic that were it not for the phrase “based on a true story,” you would never have believed it to be true? On the other hand, how many times have you watched a movie that was entirely invented and you didn’t enjoy it because it was simply “not realistic?”

The same standard applies to the written word—particularly essays and books. The problem is that while you know in movies many liberties are taken with the facts, you do not allow the same latitude with works of nonfiction because by definition, nonfiction means it is factual. But like movie scripts, in nonfiction only the writer of the words knows for certain from whence they came. Consequently, not only are there legal ramifications for the nonfiction writer who represents to the publisher that the work is true, but there are ethical obligations to the readers, which will be explored more thoroughly in Chapter 20.

Nonfiction Writing—Literary or Not?

There was a time when fiction was written one way and nonfiction another, making it easier for the reader to discern whether a work was nonfiction or fiction. However, with the growing popularity of what is called “creative nonfiction” (Chapter 19), where the techniques of fiction writing are applied to nonfiction, this is no longer the case. But as for standard nonfiction writing that applies to articles, reviews, and most nonfiction books, there is a distinctive style to writing nonfiction.
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Unless writing creative nonfiction, do not employ literary techniques such as foreshadowing and symbolism. Avoid the use of dialogue unless it is completely accurate and verifiable and only in a way that would represent reporting the conversation rather than creating a scene.

Bryan Burrough, who frequently writes for Vanity Fair, distinguished fiction from nonfiction this way: “Fiction is an art. Nonfiction is construction.” While Burrough focused upon the notion that fiction writers build from their imaginations and minds and nonfiction writers were like builders of houses who gathered the lumber and nails and sheetrock and then labored to put them into place, there is another implication behind his definition which has to do with the writing style.

There has always been the idea that in writing nonfiction, so long as the rules of grammar are followed and the writing clear and comprehensible, what matters is the substance of the material. In writing fiction, however, the writing itself must be more artistic and literary to be considered fine fiction. While there remains a kernel of truth to this distinction, as you will see in surveying all the nonfiction genres, the writing of nonfiction has become anything but uniform and in some cases is just as “literary” as fiction writing.

Novels and Other Hybrids 

Novels have been around for thousands of years and the novel is probably the most popular genre attracting writers. Almost every writer at one time or another wants to write the “Great American Novel.” Maybe one of the reasons is that novelists have this mystique about them that impresses people. Next time you’re at a social event, tell people you are writing a novel (doesn’t even matter if it’s been published), and watch those eyebrows rise in admiration. Then go to another group of people and say you’ve had a nonfiction book published about eighteenth-century Chinese art and notice how many yawns are stifled.

Historical and Autobiographical Novels 

The nonfiction writer must know enough about novels to avoid the mistake of writing one inadvertently. This is very important especially when it comes to creative nonfiction. There are many categories or subgenres of novels such as the thriller, the romance novel, the literary novel, and chicklit, to name just a few. But the novels you should be aware of and not emulate if it’s nonfiction you want to write—especially a biography or memoir—are the historical and autobiographical novels.

For fiction to succeed it must have a ring of truth, which is why some of the best novels are based on historical settings and characters or a real person’s life. In the case of the historical novel, the novelist will likely do as much research as the nonfiction writer who is writing a book about a specific historical period or subject. But the major difference lies not in the research or even in the writing style but rather in the fact that the novelist is free to stray from accuracy for the sake of the narrative while the nonfiction writer may not.
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The length of novels is usually between 60,000 and 80,000 words. However, some novels may be longer, especially if the author is established and doesn’t have to concede editorial cuts to his manuscript. Novellas are short versions of novels generally between 20,000 and 40,000 words. Any work less than 20,000 words is a short story, though short stories average 2,500 words.

Nonetheless, you can learn a lot about writing memoirs, biographies, and history from reading autobiographical and historical novels, so here are several you might want to consider:



• Coney by Amram Ducovny 

• The Plot Against America by Philip Roth 

• Exodus by Leon Uris 

• This Boy’s Life by Tobias Wolff 

• Lincoln by Gore Vidal 

• Call It Sleep by Henry Roth 

• Dreamland by Kevin Baker 

• Ragtime by E. L. Doctorow 



Hybrids Don’t Fit in Either Genre 

You would think by now that you’ve reached the point where at the very least you can detect the differences between writing fiction and nonfiction. Yet, some works of fiction seem so real that you just can’t believe they’re made up. Historical and autobiographical novels contain so much accurate and factual material that you cannot distinguish what is and isn’t fictitious. And, as you shall see in Chapter 19, creative nonfiction is nonfiction, but you certainly can’t tell that from the style of writing and techniques employed.

Even more of a conundrum, however, is that there are some books where you just never know one way or the other if it’s fiction or nonfiction. Take, for example, Jack Kerouac’s, On the Road, which up until the fiftieth anniversary of its original publication had always been considered a novel based on some of the author’s experiences but is now sometimes portrayed as a memoir with acceptable embellishments and literary license taken. Or, consider Norman Mailer’s The Armies of the Night, which won the Pulitzer Prize and the National Book Award and is considered to be one of the first and finest works of contemporary creative nonfiction. Yet, the subtitle is History as a Novel, the Novel as History, laying claim to both genres and yet exclusiveness to neither.

So, if you still feel somewhat uncertain about whether you may be writing nonfiction or fiction, what rules you must abide by, and which techniques you should adopt, think no further about it. At this point, you’re as qualified as anyone to begin writing nonfiction and by the end of this book, no matter what sort of nonfiction you choose to write, your work will muster any scrutiny.


CHAPTER 2
The Categories of Nonfiction 

Once you have decided to write nonfiction, a wide vista of opportunities is open. You may want to write a short opinion piece promoting the environment, a lengthy literary essay about Henry James, a seemingly endless family memoir, or a book based on your visits to all the major-league baseball parks. While you are free to move from one nonfiction genre to another, you should know what each genre involves in order to be successful.

Selecting a Genre 

Now that you have made the decision to write nonfiction, there are two ways to go about choosing what type of nonfiction you want to write. On the one hand, perhaps you have always wanted to write a book, so a book project it shall be. Or, you opt for writing opinion pieces because you have been a regular reader of the op-ed page and now want to see your name in print while you present opinions which you passionately hold.

On the other hand, you have an idea and want to pursue it in some way but you’re not sure what form it should take. For example, you love to travel, and you take several trips a year to unusual and even exotic destinations. You want to write about your experiences but you’re not sure if you want this to be about just one trip or many trips or focus on the sights and sounds versus the practicalities of making the journey. You’re thinking maybe an article or possibly a series of articles, a personal essay, or maybe even a travel book. You’re just not sure.

In the first scenario, you have decided upon the genre but need the project to fill it. In the second scenario, you’ve got the idea but you’re not sure in what shape it should be crafted. To succeed in either case, you must have a comprehensive understanding of the various categories of nonfiction—what they require, the type of subject matter, the style of writing, the protocols, and the forms of presentation—and then choose the genre best suited for you.

You could go about selecting the genre the way some people make decisions, like randomly throwing darts at a dartboard. But that rarely achieves the best results. So, a general survey of the options awaiting you is a good way to get started and the chapters that follow will explore the categories in more detail.

Be an Author of a Nonfiction Book 

Naturally, the most ambitious project is to write a book. In Chapter 1, you learned a bit about novels—the appellation assigned to books of fiction. Nonfiction books do not have a special designation. They’re simply called “nonfiction books” or sometimes just “books.”

The primary distinction that separates nonfiction books from other works of nonfiction is the length, which is usually between 50,000 and 90,000 words. So, if you decide you’re ready to undertake a project that requires composing 50,000 words or more and what you have in mind is based on fact and completely true, then you’re ready to do a nonfiction book.
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If you decide you want to write a nonfiction book for publication, do not write the book! Agents, editors, and publishers make their decisions based upon a book proposal and not a complete manuscript. Write the book proposal first (see Chapter 23) and begin to circulate that.

A multitude of nonfiction book genres await you. Some of these categories are quite popular, with hundreds and even thousands of new titles published each year. Several of the following chapters will deal specifically with each of these genres. As for the remaining tens of thousands of nonfiction books published annually, they cover just about every subject under the sun, and you’ll learn about these as well.

Popular Nonfiction Books 

All “popular” nonfiction books, sometimes called “trade” or “mass market,” share the trait that they are expected to sell well and reach a wide audience in the tens of thousands. This is the glaring distinction between this category and other nonfiction books. While there are some differences in style and content, for the most part, the techniques of writing nonfiction apply to all nonfiction books.

Obviously, what may be considered popular nonfiction today will not be trendy tomorrow. Consider “religion/spirituality” books that have some titles selling millions of copies—a genre that has taken off in the last twenty years. Books about physical fitness and exercise commenced their popularity after President Kennedy called upon Americans to become more physically fit.

On the other hand, some nonfiction has been widespread for many decades and even centuries. The publication of scholarly nonfiction has always been substantial. The interest in famous people has made biographies a popular genre over the years. And the catch-all category of general nonfiction has consistently produced thousands of books annually.

A Market for Almost Any Subject 

Suppose your one passion and singular pursuit outside of work has been baseball cards from the 1950s. That’s right, the cards that came in a wrapper with pink gum you first purchased for a nickel—not to chew the gum but to obtain the cards with each bearing the face of a baseball player accompanied by statistics. That’s been the focus of your life and now you want to write a book about it. But who will buy such a book? Isn’t this a pipe dream?

If you do a little research, you will find that there are thousands of people collecting vintage 1950s baseball cards who comprise a potential market for your book. What is more, there are several reputable independent publishers who cater to this specific market and would have interest in your project. Indeed, it is often easier to publish such “niche” books that target a small but specific and devoted following than works of general nonfiction that might appeal to a wide audience but where few actually purchase the book. Consequently, even if your subject appears to have a minuscule audience, do not shunt it aside because thousands of such books are published each year and there is no reason your book cannot be on that list.
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