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PRAISE FOR STEPHEN KING AND
ON WRITING: A Memoir of the Craft

“{An} elegant volume. . . . ON WRITING opens with a
mini-memoir so finely seasoned that it whets your

appetite for a full-scale autobiography.”
—Entertainment Weekly

“Wonderful moments.”
—USA Today

“Monstrous as it was, {King’s being struck by a car]
turned ON WRITING into a much stronger, more
meaningful book than it might have been. Halfway
through this project, when he was hurt, Mr. King incor-
porated his revivifying return to work into this book’s
narrative in ways that will make readers realize just how
vital it has been for him. And the accident is eloquently

described here, as a sterling illustration of all the writing
- guidelines that have come before. For once, less is more
in Mr. King’s storytelling, and the horror needs no help

from his imagination.”
—Janet Maslin, The New York Times

“An unexpected gift to writers and readers.”
—Sunday Patriot-News (Harrisburg, PA)

“Remarkable and revealing. . . . Memoir, style manual,
autobiography—the inspiring ON WRITING seems

almost unclassifiable.”
—The Wall Street Journal



“King imbues each snapshot with wisdom and advice

for writers.” _
—Book magazine

“King’s undeniably successful career lends a credibility
to this volume that other books on writing frequently

lack.”
—Time Out New York

“It is riveting, thanks to King’s customary flair for the
vernacular and conversational tone, and to the fact that
he flanks his advice with two memoirs. . . . Good advice
and a good, ordinary life, relayed in a spunky, vivid
prose . . . not at all the usual writer’s guide. King could
write a phone book and make it not only a bestseller but
also gripping reading.”

—Booklist

“Exerts a potent fascination and embodies important
lessons and truths. . . . [A} triumphant vindication of
the popular writer, including the genre author, as a
writer. King refuses to draw, and makes a strong case for
the abolition of, the usual critical lines between Carver
and Chandler, Greene and Grisham, DeLillo and

Dickens.”
—Publishers Weekly



“Generous, lucid, and passionate, King . . . offers lessons
and encouragement to the beginning writer, along with
a warts-and-all account of a less-than-carefree life. . . . A
useful book for any young writer, and a must for fans,
this is unmistakably King: friendly, sharply perceptive,
cheerfully vulgar, sometimes adolescent in his humor,
sometimes impatient with fools, but always sincere in

his love of language and writing.”
—Kirkus Reviews

“We who climb aboard for this ride with the master
spend a few pleasant hours under the impression that
we know what it’s like to think like Stephen King.
Recommended for anyone who wants to write and

everyone who loves to read.”
—Library Journal

“King isn’t just a writer, he’s a true teacher.”
—Amazon.com

“Stephen King talks about writing in a way that pro-
vides, for the novice and for those of us engaged already
in the work, such a clear strong view of what story is
and where it comes from that you find yourself catching
fire once again with the whole mysterious process. With
great generosity, Stephen King opens doors rather than
slam them shut. It is possible, he tells us all, you can do
this thing. ON WRITING is one of the most inspira-

tional and useful books about writing I've ever read.”
—Abigail Thomas, author of Safekesping: Some True
Stories from a Life and teacher of creative writing in the
MFA program at the New School, New York
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Author’s Note

Unless otherwise attributed, all prose examples,
both good and evil,
were composed by the author.



Honesty is the best policy.
—Miguel de Cervantes

Liars prosper.
—Anonymous



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 Kathj Kamen
Goldmark, a book publicist and musician from San Fran-
cisco. The group included Dave Barry on lead guitar, Rid-
ley Pearson on bass, Barbara Kingsolver on keyboards,
Robert Fulghum on mandolin, and me on rhythm guitar.
There was also a trio of “chick singers,” 2 /Ja 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 80 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,
Al 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
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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 Ray-
mond Burr’s Legs. The personnel comes and goes—colum-
nist Mitch Albom has replaced Barbara on keyboards, and
Al doesn’t play with the group anymore 'cause he and
Kathi don’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 com-
panionship. 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 motiva-
tions—why did I want to write about writing? What
made me think I had anything worth saying?
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On Writing

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 pop-
ular 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 gasbag 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 lan-
guage. 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 need-
less 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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