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On Writing

Stephen King (b. 1947), the famous horror noveli.st, has- written sco1;.lels1
of books in the genre, many of which were made into h-lghh]; su}clc.essh'
motion pictures. Critics have noted that h.1s protaggmsts, otl in his
horror works and his dramas, are often chll'dren or mt?llectua y0¥r}11g
men who find themselves pitted against sinister author%ty ﬁgur;s.. Che
Bangor, ME resident is best known for the novels Carrie, Thael S mmfé
Salen’s Lot, The Stand, Misery, Cujo, and The Dead Zone. King sc(>) Wro ¢
a book of essays on the gothic genre called Danse Macabre (19: ) ar;
his most acclaimed forays outside of the supernatu.ral are the za;na]vllc
novellas Rita Hayworth and the Shawshar?k Redemptzon. anq Stan g li
(also known as The Body), both of which appeared in his 1'?1822082)
Different Seasons. His recent works include The Cplorgdo Kid ( . (i
Duma Key (2008), and On Writing (2000), a combination r.nemour ane
guidebook to aspiring writers, from which the following passag

is reprinted.
v

If you want to be a writer, you must do two things above all others: read

a lot and write a lot. There’s no way around these two things that 'm aware .

btsidSocalii |
o nf[c’)nslh: :{SVIV reader, but I usually get through seventy or elghc?lf) bookss;3 a;
year, mostly fiction. 1 don’t read in order to study the craft; I }rleia S‘ec:ﬁ; e
like to read. I’s what I do at night, kicked back in my blue chair. 11rr11< ty_,
[ dor’t read fiction to study the art of fiction, but simply becal}sle( Il }i:az ;[S
ries. Yet there is a learning process going on. Every book you pic ufo' oy
own lesson or lessons, and quite often the bad books have more

than the good ones.
“thanWheei I was in the eighth grade,  happened upon a paperback novel by

Murray Leinster, a science fiction pulp _writgr who did mgst qf hli ;/(vioarli iﬁfy
ing the forties and fifties, when magazines l}ke Amazing t0.r1¢315 p - (h}“ wy
a word. I had read other books by Mr._Lelnst.er, enQng\li 10| (1;‘( e ;Imm
quality of his writing was uneven. This particular tale, which was ¢
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mining in the asteroid belt, was one of his less successful efforts. Only that’s
too kind. It was terrible, actually, a story populated by paper-thin characters
and driven by outlandish plot developments. Worst of all (orﬁgowit\_sszemed
to me at the time), Leinster had fallen in love with the word@és@l, )

Characters watched the approach of ore-bearing asteroids with zestful
smiles. Characters sat down to supper aboard their mining ship with
zestful anticipation. Near the end of the book, the hero swept the large-
breasted, blonde heroine into a zestful embrace. For me, it was the literary
equivalent of a smallpox vaccination: I have never, so far as I know, used the
word zestful in a novel or a story. God willing, I never will.

Asteroid Miners (which wasn’t the title, but that’s close enough) was an
important book in my life as a reader. Almost everyone can remember los-
ing his or her virginity, and most writers can remember the first book he/she
put down thinking: I can do better than this. Hell, I am doing better than this!
What could be more encouraging to the struggling writer than to realize
his/her work is unquestionably better than that of someone who actually
got paid for his/her stuff?

One learns most clearly what not to do by reading bad prose—one
novel like Asteroid Miners (or Valley of the Dolls, Flowers in the Attic, and The
Bridges of Madison County, to name just a few) is worth a semester at a good
writing school, even with the superstar guest lecturers thrown in.

Good writing, on the other hand, teaches the learning writer about
style, graceful narration, plot development, the creation of believable char-
acters, and truth-telling. A novel like The Grapes of Wrath may fill a new
writer with feelings of despair and good old-fashioned jealousy—“T'll never
be able to write anything that good, not if I live to be a thousand”—but such
feelings can also serve as a spur, goading the writer to work harder and aim
higher. Being swept away by a combination of great story and great writ-
ing—of being flattened, in fact—is part of every writer’s necessary forma-
tion. You cannot hope to sweep someone else away by the force of your
writing until it has been done to you. ‘

So we read to experience the mediocre and the outright rotten; such
experience helps us to recognize those things when they begin to creep into
our own work, and to steer clear of them. We also read in order to measure
ourselves against the good and the great, to. get a sense of all that can be?
done.\\And‘we read in order to experience different styles.

You may find yourself adopting a style you find particularly exciting, /
and there’s nothing wrong with that. When I read Ray Bradbury as a kid,
| 'wrote like Ray Bradbury—everything green and wondrous and seen
through a lens smeared with the grease of nostalgia. When I read James M.
Cain, everything I wrote came out clipped and stripped and hard-boiled.
When I read Lovecraft, my prose became luxurious and Byzantine. I wrote
stories in my teenage years where all these styles merged, creating a kind of



