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How towritewithstyle 
By Kurt Vonnegut 

I n t n w n m l  Puper uqked Kun U m n ~ p t ,  uurhur 
of such noucls LU "Slaughtc7hou<e-F~vr." 'ymlblrd" 
and "Cat's Cradle." to reU jou how to put your 
sryk and p ~ ~ s o d t y  lnro eumyrhtng you wnw. 

Newspaper reporters and technical 
writers are trained to reveal almost 
nothing about themselves in 
their writings. This makes them 
fieaks in the world of writers, since 
almost all of the other ink-stained 
wretches in that world reveal a lot 
about themselves to readers. We 
call these revelations, accidental 
and intentional, elements of style. 

These revelations tell us as 
readers what sort of person it is 
with whom we are spending time. 
Dws the writer sound ignorant or 
informed, stupid or bright, crooked 
or honest, humorless or playful - ? 
And on and on. 

Why should you examine your 
writing style with the idea of im- 
proving it? Do so as a mark of re- 
spect for your readers, whatever 
you're writing. If you scribble your 
thoughts any which way, your 
readers will surely feel that you care 
nothing about them. They will 
mark you down as an egomaniac 
or a chowderhead -or, worse, they 
will stop reading you. 

The most damning revelation 
you can make about yourself is that 
you do not know what is inter- 
esting and what is not. Don't you 
yourself like or dislike writers 

mainly for what they choose to Simplicity of language is not 
show you or make you think about? only reputable, but perhaps even 
Did you ever admire an empty- sacred. The Bibk opens with a 
headed writer for his or her mastery sentence well within the writing 
of the language? No. skills of a lively fourteen-year-old: 

So your own winning style must "In the beginning God created the 
begin with ideas in your head. heaven and the earth." 

1. Find a subject you care about 4. Have the guts to cut 
Find a subject you care about 

and which you in your heart feel 
others should care about. It is this 
genuine caring, and not your 
games with language, which will 
be the most compelling and seduc- 
tive element in your style. 

I am not urging you to write a 
novel, by the way -although 1 
would not be sony if you wrote 
one, provided you genuinely cared 
about something. A petition to the 
mayor about a pothole in front 
of your house or a love letter to 
the girl next door will do. 

It may be that you, too, are 
capable of making necklaces for 
Cleopatra, so to speak. But your 
eloquence should be the servant of 
the ideas in your head. Your rule 
might be this: If a sentence, no 
matter how excellent, does not il- 
luminate your subject in some 
new and useful way, scratch it out. 

5. Sound like yourself 
The writing style which is most 

natural for you is bound to echo 
the speech you heard when a child. 
English was the novelist Joseph - 
Conrad's third language, and much 2' Do not though that seems piquant in his use of I won't On abut that. Enelish was no doubt colored bv 

3. Keep it simple hicfirst language, which was ~ d l -  
As for your use of language: ish. And lucky indeed is the writer 

Remember that two great masters who has grown up in Ireland, for 
of language, William Shakespeare the English spoken there is so 
and James Joyce, wrote sentences amusing'and musical. 1 myself grew 
which were almost childlike 
when their subjects were most 
profound. "To be or not to b 
asks Shakespeare's Hamlet. 
The longest word is three 
letters long. Joyce, when he 
was frisky, could put 
together a sentence 
as intricate and as 
glittering as a neck- 
lace for Cleopatra, 
but my favorite 
sentence in his short 
story "Eveline" is this 
one: "She was tired." 
At that point in the 
story, no other words 
could break the heart 
of a reader as those 
three words do. "Keep I C  ,~inpk S~I~,I.\PL"IIC dd, u,~rh HurnL.ti /umo:c, s ~ i l h p c ~  " 
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