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There is a reason why Stephen King is one of the bestselling writers in the world, ever. Described by Mark Lawson in the Guardian as ‘the most remarkable storyteller in modern American literature’, Stephen King writes books that draw you in and are impossible to put down.

King is the author of more than seventy books, all of them worldwide bestsellers, including Misery, The Shining, The Stand and The Institute. He also wrote the entertaining non-fiction title Danse Macabre, a fascinating analysis of horror, terror and the supernatural in films, television and books. Many of his novels and short stories have been turned into celebrated films, including Dolores Claiborne, IT, Stand By Me and The Shawshank Redemption.

King was the recipient of the 2003 National Book Foundation Medal for Distinguished Contribution to American Letters. In 2007, he won the Grand Master Award from the Mystery Writers of America and in 2015 received America’s National Medal of Arts. He lives with his wife, Tabitha King, in Maine, USA.




By Stephen King and published by Hodder & Stoughton

NOVELS:

Carrie

’Salem’s Lot

The Shining

The Stand

The Dead Zone

Firestarter

Cujo

Cycle of the Werewolf

Christine

Pet Sematary

IT

The Eyes of the Dragon

Misery

The Tommyknockers

The Dark Half

Needful Things

Gerald’s Game

Dolores Claiborne

Insomnia

Rose Madder

Desperation

Bag of Bones

The Girl Who Loved Tom Gordon

Dreamcatcher

From a Buick 8

Cell

Lisey’s Story

Duma Key

Under the Dome

11.22.63

Doctor Sleep

Mr Mercedes

Revival

Finders Keepers

End of Watch

Sleeping Beauties (with Owen King)

The Outsider

Elevation

The Institute

Billy Summers

Fairy Tale

Holly

The Dark Tower

The Dark Tower I: The Gunslinger

The Dark Tower II:

The Drawing of the Three

The Dark Tower III: The Waste Lands

The Dark Tower IV: Wizard and Glass

The Dark Tower V: Wolves of the Calla

The Dark Tower VI: Song of Susannah

The Dark Tower VII: The Dark Tower

The Wind through the Keyhole:

A Dark Tower Novel

As Richard Bachman

Thinner

The Running Man

The Bachman Books

The Regulators

Blaze

STORY COLLECTIONS:

Night Shift

Different Seasons

Skeleton Crew

Four Past Midnight

Nightmares and Dreamscapes

Hearts in Atlantis

Everything’s Eventual

Just After Sunset

Stephen King Goes to the Movies

Full Dark, No Stars

The Bazaar of Bad Dreams

If It Bleeds

You Like It Darker

NON-FICTION:

Danse Macabre

On Writing (A Memoir of the Craft)




[image: Hand-drawn image of ‘Dave’s Rag’, overlayed with a typed page with the title ‘Jumper’.]




ON WRITING
A MEMOIR OF THE CRAFT

Stephen King

[image: Imprint logo for Hodder & Stoughton.]

 www.hodder.co.uk




First published in Great Britain in 2000 by Hodder & Stoughton

An Hachette UK company

Copyright © Stephen King 2000

The right of Stephen King to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Cover image: Stephen King and Marlowe photographed by Jill Krementz in Bangor, Maine on July 20, 1995

There Is a Mountain words and music by Donovan Leitch. Copyright © 1967 by Donovan (Music) Ltd. Administered by Peer International Corporation. Copyright renewed. International copyright secured. Used by permission.
All rights reserved.

Granpa Was a Carpenter by John Prine © Walden Music, Inc. (ASCAP). All rights administered by WB Music Corp. All rights reserved. Used by permission. Warner Bros. Publications U.S. Inc., Miami, FL 33014

Owen King’s essay ‘Recording Audiobooks for My Dad, Stephen King’ first appeared in the New Yorker on June 16, 2018. The conversation between Stephen King and Joe Hill was hosted by Porter Square Books at the Somerville Theatre in Somerville, MA, on October 20, 2019.

All rights reserved. 
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

B format ISBN 978 1 4447 2325 0

eBook ISBN 978 1 8489 4108 3

Hodder & Stoughton Ltd

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.hodder.co.uk




Honesty’s the best policy.

– Miguel de Cervantes

Liars prosper.

– Anonymous
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ON JOY

When asked by Nan Graham, my editor at Scribner’s in the USA if I would add something to this edition of On Writing, my first thought was how I began this how-to manual many years ago: ‘This is a short book because most books about writing are filled with bullshit.’

My second thought was an anecdote I remember reading about Erle Stanley Gardner’s early days as a writer. He became rich and famous as the author of who-knows-how-many Perry Mason novels, but when he was starting out, he was just one more ink-stained wretch cranking out tales for the pulp magazines. Some of those stories were for magazines that featured stories of fast-ridin’, straight-shootin’ cowboys: Star Western (‘Brand Them Lawless!’) and Dime Western (‘Lead in Their Teeth!’) were just two of those. Gardner said it always took his outlaws a long time to die, because the pulps paid a penny a word and each ‘Ka-Blam!’ was worth a penny.

I get a better rate, but still I didn’t want to add anything of a bullshitty nature. So I thumbed through On Writing and asked myself if there was anything I might have left out. Anything that was worth writing more about, that is. I decided yes, there was one thing.

Joy.

I published my first story, ‘The Glass Floor,’ in 1967, which means I have been in this business for 55 years. I have sat down to write on days when I was feeling fine. I have sat down on days when I was sick with the flu and running a fever. I’ve sat down on days when I had a horrible hangover. I worked on this book after being struck by a minivan while I was out for an afternoon walk, with my broken leg stretched out under the desk. And do you know what? The worst day I ever had was fucking great.

In my afterword to a book of stories called You Like It Darker, I wrote that I don’t understand why people need stories, or why I – among many others – feel the need to write them. Do I care? I do not. There’s an old saying that goes if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it. The story machine in my head isn’t broken, at least not yet, so it needs maintenance but not repair, and probably doesn’t bear too much thinking about.

In that introduction I also wrote, ‘I have been called prolific, which Constant Readers of my work consider a good thing and critics of it sometimes consider a bad one. I never meant to be; I never meant not to be. I have done what was given to me to do, and mostly it’s been a joy to me.’

So there is that word. That joy.

In On Writing, I suggested that new writers try for a thousand words a day. I usually manage about twenty-five hundred (when I was young and my kidneys were strong, I might do five or even seven thousand). Sometimes those words come hard to begin with; it’s like exercising with stiff muscles. You have to loosen them up, and then you’re fine.

Sometimes the words come easily. Some mornings it’s like working on an assembly line, or in a warehouse. But every now and then you suddenly find yourself lifted to another plane of existence. (I know how florid that sounds, but it’s true.

I’ll give you one example. I wrote a horror story called ‘The Raft’ back in 1982. Four teenagers swim out to a raft on a day in the fall, when the lake is deserted. They are chased by a black substance that’s never explained (but probably owes a bit to Joseph Payne Brennan’s story, ‘Slime’). The kids think they’re safe on the float, but the black thing goes beneath it and sucks one of them, Deke, down through a crack, inch by inch. Horrible, right? Yes, I think so. But what also made it joyful – for me, at least – was that Deke’s hand goes through the crack last, and his class ring is slowly pulled off his finger. I saw that so clearly – the gray boards, the afternoon light winking a sunstar off the gold – and it delighted me. It came from nowhere, and those moments of inspiration, of clear seeing, is the best part of my job.

Nothing lasts forever, and I fully realize I’ve got a lot more road behind me than there is ahead. But over the years I have had a chance to hone what talent God (or Whoever) gave me. Have I given my Constant Readers pleasure as we walk that road together? Taken them away from the everyday and plunged them into a world of make believe? In other words, have I given them a measure of joy? If so, understand that I felt that joy first. That delight in the story. Would you like to do this job? Okay, get started. I wish you well.

And I wish you joy.

– Stephen King 2024




FIRST FOREWORD

In the early nineties (it might have been 1992, but it’s hard to remember when you’re having a good time) I joined a rock-and-roll band composed mostly of writers. The Rock Bottom Remainders were the brainchild of Kathi Kamen Goldmark, a book publicist and musician from San Francisco. The group included Dave Barry on lead guitar, Ridley Pearson on bass, Barbara Kingsolver on keyboards, Robert Fulghum on mandolin, and me on rhythm guitar. There was also a trio of ‘chick singers,’ à la the Dixie Cups, made up (usually) of Kathi, Tad Bartimus, and Amy Tan.

The group was intended as a one-shot deal – we would play two shows at the American Booksellers Convention, get a few laughs, recapture our misspent youth for three or four hours, then go our separate ways.

It didn’t happen that way, because the group never quite broke up. We found that we liked playing together too much to quit, and with a couple of ‘ringer’ musicians on sax and drums (plus, in the early days, our musical guru, A1 Kooper, at the heart of the group), we sounded pretty good. You’d pay to hear us. Not a lot, not U2 or E Street Band prices, but maybe what the oldtimers call ‘roadhouse money’. We took the group on tour, wrote a book about it (my wife took the photos and danced whenever the spirit took her, which was quite often), and continue to play now and then, sometimes as The Remainders, sometimes as Raymond Burr’s Legs. The personnel comes and goes – columnist Mitch Albom has replaced Barbara on keyboards, and Al doesn’t play with the group anymore ’cause he and Kathi didn’t get along – but the core has remained Kathi, Amy, Ridley, Dave, Mitch Albom, and me … plus Josh Kelly on drums and Erasmo Paolo on sax.

We do it for the music, but we also do it for the companionship. We like each other, and we like having a chance to talk sometimes about the real job, the day job people are always telling us not to quit. We are writers, and we never ask one another where we get our ideas; we know we don’t know.

One night while we were eating Chinese before a gig in Miami Beach, I asked Amy if there was any one question she was never asked during the Q-and-A that follows almost every writer’s talk – that question you never get to answer when you’re standing in front of a group of author-struck fans and pretending you don’t put your pants on one leg at a time like everyone else. Amy paused, thinking it over very carefully, and then said: ‘No one ever asks about the language.’

I owe an immense debt of gratitude to her for saying that. I had been playing with the idea of writing a little book about writing for a year or more at that time, but had held back because I didn’t trust my own motivations – why did I want to write about writing? What made me think I had anything worth saying?

The easy answer is that someone who has sold as many books of fiction as I have must have something worthwhile to say about writing it, but the easy answer isn’t always the truth. Colonel Sanders sold a hell of a lot of fried chicken, but I’m not sure anyone wants to know how he made it. If I was going to be presumptuous enough to tell people how to write, I felt there had to be a better reason than my popular success. Put another way, I didn’t want to write a book, even a short one like this, that would leave me feeling like either a literary gas-bag or a transcendental asshole. There are enough of those books – and those writers – on the market already, thanks.

But Amy was right: nobody ever asks about the language. They ask the DeLillos and the Updikes and the Styrons, but they don’t ask popular novelists. Yet many of us proles also care about the language, in our humble way, and care passionately about the art and craft of telling stories on paper. What follows is an attempt to put down, briefly and simply, how I came to the craft, what I know about it now, and how it’s done. It’s about the day job; it’s about the language.

This book is dedicated to Amy Tan, who told me in a very simple and direct way that it was okay to write it.




SECOND FOREWORD

This is a short book because most books about writing are filled with bullshit. Fiction writers, present company included, don’t understand very much about what they do – not why it works when it’s good, not why it doesn’t when it’s bad. I figured the shorter the book, the less the bullshit.

One notable exception to the bullshit rule is The Elements of Style, by William Strunk Jr and E. B. White. There is little or no detectable bullshit in that book. (Of course it’s short; at eighty-five pages it’s much shorter than this one.) I’ll tell you right now that every aspiring writer should read The Elements of Style. Rule 17 in the chapter titled Principles of Composition is ‘Omit needless words.’ I will try to do that here.




THIRD FOREWORD

One rule of the road not directly stated elsewhere in this book: ‘The editor is always right.’ The corollary is that no writer will take all of his or her editor’s advice; for all have sinned and fallen short of editorial perfection. Put another way, to write is human, to edit is divine. Chuck Verrill edited this book, as he has so many of my novels. And as usual, Chuck, you were divine.

– Steve
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