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INTRODUCTION:
WHY STEPHEN
KING’S MEMOIR
“ON WRITING”
REMAINS A
MASTERPIECE FOR
EVERY WRITER

Few  books  about  the
craft  of  writing  have
achieved the legendary
status  of  Stephen
King’s  memoir  “On
W r i t i n g ” .  P a r t
autobiography,  part
practical  guide,  this
singular  volume  has
inspired  millions  of
aspiring  authors  since
its publication in 2000.
But  what  makes  this

book  so  different  from
countless other writing
manuals?  The  answer
lies in its raw honesty,
its  deeply  personal
narrative, and the way
K i n g  s e a m l e s s l y
w e a v e s  h i s  o w n
journey as a writer into
lessons that transcend
genre.
Whether you are a fan
of  horror ,  l i terary
fiction,  or  even
creative  nonfiction,
Stephen  K ing ’s
m e m o i r  “ O n
Writing”  offers
timeless  insights  that
speak  to  the  heart  of
what it means to be a
storyteller.  King  does
not pretend to have all
the  answers;  instead,
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h e  s h a r e s  h i s
struggles,  his  fears,
and  his  unshakeable
belief that writing is a
form  of  telepathy.  In
this article, we will dive
d e e p  i n t o  t h e
structure, key lessons,
and enduring impact of
this  remarkable  work,
e x p l o r i n g  w h y  i t
remains  essent ia l
reading  for  anyone
who has ever dreamed
of putting words on a
page.

THE UNIQUE
STRUCTURE OF
STEPHEN KING’S
MEMOIR “ON
WRITING”

One  of  the  first  things
readers  notice  about
Stephen  K ing ’s
m e m o i r  “ O n
W r i t i n g ”  i s  i t s
unconventional  two-
part  structure.  The
book  opens  with  a
candid,  chronological
autobiography  titled

“C.V.”  (Curriculum
Vitae),  where  King
recounts  his  life  from
childhood  through  his
rise to fame. This is not
merely  a  celebrity
backstory;  it  is  the
foundation on which he
bu i lds  h is  wr i t ing
philosophy.
The  second  part,  “On
Writing,”  is  a  concise,
no-nonsense  toolkit
that covers everything
from  grammar  and
vocabulary  to  plot
deve lopment  and
revision. King does not
separate  his  life  from
his craft. He shows us
that the writer and the
person are inseparable.
This  fusion makes the
b o o k  f a r  m o r e
compelling than a dry
instructional guide. We
see how his childhood
illnesses,  his  first
rejection  letters,  and
even  his  addiction  to
a lcohol  and  drugs
shaped his approach to
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s to ry te l l i ng .  The
memoir  becomes  a
living proof that writing
is  both a learned skill
and a deeply personal
act.

The
Personal
Story
Behind
the Book
King  wrote  the  first
i n s t a l l m e n t  o f
Stephen  K ing ’s
m e m o i r  “ O n
Writing”  in  the  late
1990s,  but  the  book
took  on  a  whole  new
dimension after a near-
fatal accident in 1999.
While  walking  on  a
country road in Maine,
King  was  struck  by  a
van  and  suffered
severe injuries.  During

his  long  recovery,  he
r e t u r n e d  t o  t h e
manuscript, completing
i t  w i t h  a  r a w ,
vulnerable  tone  that
resonates  on  every
page.
This  context  matters
because it  infuses the
book  with  a  sense  of
urgency.  King  knows
t h a t  l i f e  c a n  b e
snatched away at any
m o m e n t ,  a n d  h e
implores  writers  to
t a k e  t h e i r  w o r k
seriously—but  not
t h e m s e l v e s .  T h e
accident also becomes
a  metaphor  for  the
writing  process  itself:
you get knocked down,
you  bleed,  and  then
you  get  back  up  and
revise.  That  resilience
is at the core of King’s
message.

KEY LESSONS
FROM STEPHEN
KING’S MEMOIR



4

4 Stephen King Memoir On Writing2023-10-20

“ON WRITING”

While  the  entire  book
is  rich  with  wisdom,
certain  lessons  stand
out  as  espec ia l l y
valuable.  Below,  we
exp lo re  the  mos t
impactful  takeaways
t h a t  h a v e  m a d e
Stephen  K ing ’s
m e m o i r  “ O n
Writing” a permanent
fixture  on  writers’
bookshelves.

1. Read a
Lot, Write
a Lot
King is  unequivocal:  if
y o u  w a n t  t o  b e  a
writer,  you  must  do
two  things  above  all
o t h e r s — r e a d
extensively  and  write
consistently. He argues
that reading is the only
way  to  absorb  the
rhythms  of  language,

t h e  n u a n c e s  o f
characterization,  and
the mechanics of plot.
He  suggests  reading
anywhere from four to
six hours a day,  even
whi le  t ravel ing  or
waiting  in  line.  This
regimen,  he  claims,
built  his  vocabulary
naturally  and  taught
him what good writing
looks like.
S i m i l a r l y ,  K i n g
advocates  wri t ing
every day, even if it is
only  a  few  hundred
words. He himself aims
for 2,000 words daily, a
habit  he  maintained
e v e n  d u r i n g  t h e
darkest  days  of  his
a d d i c t i o n .  T h e
disc ip l ine  is  more
important  than  the
output. As he writes in
the  memoir,  “If  you
don’t  have  t ime  to
read,  you  don’t  have
the time (or the tools)
to  write.  Simple  as
that.”
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2. The
Toolbox:
Vocabular
y,
Grammar
, and
Style
King  dedicates  an
e n t i r e  s e c t i o n  o f
Stephen  K ing ’s
m e m o i r  “ O n
Writing”  to  what  he
calls “the toolbox.” He
insists that every writer
m u s t  m a s t e r  t h e
basics: vocabulary (use
the  first  word  that
comes  to  mind,  but
avoid  showboating),
grammar  (know  the
rules before you break
them), and style (avoid

adverb  overuse  and
passive  voice).
O n e  o f  h i s  m o s t
famous directives is to
e l i m i n a t e  m o s t
adverbs.  King  argues
tha t  adverbs  l i ke
“shouted  angrily”  or
“ ran  qu ick ly”  a re
crutches  that  reveal
weak  verbs.  Instead,
he  teaches  writers  to
trust  their  verbs  and
dialogue. For example,
“ H e  s h o u t e d ”  i s
enough; if  the context
doesn’t  convey  anger,
the  problem is  in  the
scene itself,  not in an
adverb.

3. Closed
Door vs.
Open
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Door
King  in t roduces  a
simple  but  powerful
concept:  the  first  draft
is written with the door
closed, and the second
draft is written with the
door open. During the
closed-door phase, you
write only for yourself.
You  let  the  story  flow,
pour  out  ideas,  and
i g n o r e  p o t e n t i a l
criticism.  Once  you
finish  that  draft,  you
open  the  door  to  an
ideal reader—a trusted
friend  or  editor—and
r e v i s e  w i t h  t h e i r
perspective in mind.
This two-stage process
removes  the  crippling
p r e s s u r e  o f
perfectionism.  It  also
reinforces the idea that
writing  is  rewriting.
King  famously  says,
“You  cannot  let  a  first
draft sit for more than
s i x  w e e k s  b e f o r e

turning back to it.” The
longer  you  wait,  the
less you remember the
fire  that  drove  you
initially.

4. “Kill
Your
Darlings”
Perhaps  the  most
quo ted  ph rase  i n
Stephen  K ing ’s
m e m o i r  “ O n
Writing” is the advice
to “kill  your darlings.”
This means that writers
must  be  ruthless  in
cutting  sentences,
paragraphs,  or  even
entire scenes that they
love  but  that  do  not
serve  the  story.  King
acknowledges that this
is painful, but he insists
i t  i s  essent ia l .  He
shares  examples  from
his own work where he
chopped away beloved
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passages to tighten the
narrative.
He  also  emphasizes
the  importance  of
removing  extraneous
description,  backstory,
and  “showing  off.”
Every  element  must
earn  i ts  place.  I f  a
detail doesn’t advance
the  plot  or  deepen  a
character, it should go.
This  discipline is  what
separates  professional
writers from amateurs.

THE IMPACT OF
STEPHEN KING’S
MEMOIR “ON
WRITING” ON
POPULAR CULTURE

Since  i ts  re lease ,
Stephen  K ing ’s
m e m o i r  “ O n
Writing”  has  been
praised  by  critics  and
readers  alike.  It  has
become  a  standard
assignment  in  many
c r e a t i v e  w r i t i n g
courses  and  is  often

recommended  by
established  authors
such  as  Neil  Gaiman,
Margaret  Atwood,  and
J . K .  R o w l i n g .  I t s
influence  extends  far
beyond  the  horror
g e n r e ;  b u s i n e s s
writers, journalists, and
poets  have  all  found
v a l u e  i n  K i n g ’ s
straightforward,  no-
nonsense  advice.
Moreover, the book has
been  credited  with
demyst i f y ing  the
process  of  writing  for
millions of people who
thought  they  could
never become authors.
K i n g ’ s  o w n
backstory—a struggling
teacher  who  wrote
“ C a r r i e ”  o n  a
typewriter in a laundry
room—embodies  the
very  message  of  the
book:  that  talent  is
u n i v e r s a l ,  b u t
persistence is rare. His
honesty about his own
failures, rejections, and
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addictions  makes  him
a n  a p p r o a c h a b l e
mentor.

PRACTICAL
TAKEAWAYS FROM
STEPHEN KING’S
MEMOIR “ON
WRITING”

To apply the lessons of
Stephen  K ing ’s
m e m o i r  “ O n
Writing”  to your own
work,  consider  these
actionable  steps:

Set a daily
word count
goal. Start
small, like 500
words a day, and
build up.
Consistency
beats intensity.
Read widely
and
voraciously.
Read outside
your comfort
zone—nonfiction,
genre fiction,
classic literature.

Write for
yourself first.
Silence the inner
critic until the
first draft is
complete.
Eliminate
adverbs and
passive
constructions.
Use strong verbs
and active voice
to energize your
prose.
Revise with a
trusted reader.
Before you send
your manuscript
to an agent or
publisher, get
honest feedback
from someone
who will tell you
the truth.
Stop using
“said”
substitutes.
King advocates
using “said” as
your dialogue
attribution tag
99% of the time.
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Avoid “he
exclaimed,” “she
queried,” etc.

These steps may seem
simple,  but  they  are
rooted  in  decades  of
successful  practice.
K i n g ’ s  o w n
career—spanning  over
6 0  n o v e l s  a n d
c o u n t l e s s  s h o r t
stories—is the ultimate
test imony  to  their
effectiveness.

CONCLUSION: WHY
YOU SHOULD READ
STEPHEN KING’S
MEMOIR “ON
WRITING” TODAY

In  a  world  filled  with
complicated  writing
theories and formulaic
h o w - t o  g u i d e s ,
Stephen  K ing ’s
m e m o i r  “ O n
Writing” stands out as
a beacon of clarity and
warmth.  It  is  a  book
that treats writing not
as a mystical talent but

as a workmanlike craft,
accessible  to  anyone
willing  to  put  in  the
h o u r s .  K i n g ’ s
vulnerability  about  his
own life, his near-death
experience,  and  his
unwavering passion for
storytelling  make  this
memoir  resonate  on
both  intellectual  and
emotional  levels.
Whether  you  are  a
seasoned  author  or
someone  who  has
never  written  more
than a grocery list, you
will  find  something
va luab le  in  these
pages. The memoir is a
masterclass  in  how to
write,  but  it  is  also  a
meditation on why we
write—to  connect,  to
explore,  to  survive.  If
y o u  h a v e  n o t  y e t
picked  up  a  copy,  let
this  article  be  your
invitation.  Read  it,
absorb it, and then, as
King  would  say,  “Put
y o u r  d e s k  i n  t h e
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corner,  shut  the door, and write.”


