
elmore leonard 10 rules of writing
elmore leonard 10 rules of writing are a set of guiding principles that have helped many authors
refine their craft and enhance their storytelling techniques. Elmore Leonard, a prolific American
novelist and screenwriter, is renowned for his sharp dialogue and intricate plots, which have
captivated readers for decades. In this article, we will explore Leonard's ten rules for writing,
breaking down each rule into digestible parts and providing insights into how they can be applied to
improve writing. We will also discuss the impact of these rules on contemporary writing and how
they can serve as a foundation for both aspiring and established writers.

The following sections will delve into each of the ten rules, provide examples, and discuss the
importance of these guidelines in the writing process.
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Introduction to Elmore Leonard

Elmore Leonard was born in 1925 and went on to become one of America’s most beloved writers,
best known for his crime novels such as "Get Shorty," "Out of Sight," and "Rum Punch." His unique
style, characterized by witty dialogue and complex characters, has influenced countless writers.
Leonard’s approach to writing was pragmatic and focused on clarity, directness, and reader
engagement. His ten rules of writing, compiled as a reflection of his writing philosophy, provide
invaluable guidance for anyone looking to sharpen their writing skills.

Leonard believed that writing should be straightforward and captivating, allowing the reader to
immerse themselves fully in the story. Each rule is designed to strip away unnecessary
embellishments and maintain a focus on what truly matters: the story itself and the emotions it
evokes.

Overview of the 10 Rules of Writing

Elmore Leonard's ten rules of writing are succinct yet powerful, offering a blueprint for effective



storytelling. These rules emphasize simplicity, authenticity, and the importance of character
development. Here is a brief overview of each rule:

Never open a book with weather.1.

Avoid prologues.2.

Never use a verb other than "said" to carry dialogue.3.

Never use an adverb to modify the verb "said."4.

Keep your exclamation points under control.5.

Use regional dialects sparingly.6.

Avoid detailed descriptions of characters.7.

Don't go into great detail describing places and things.8.

If it sounds like writing, rewrite it.9.

Never use the word "suddenly" or "all hell broke loose."10.

Each of these rules serves a specific purpose and helps writers focus on what is essential in
storytelling.

Detailed Exploration of Each Rule

1. Never open a book with weather.

Leonard suggests that opening with a description of the weather is a cliché that can bore readers.
Instead, he advocates for starting with action or dialogue that pulls readers into the narrative
immediately. This method engages the reader's attention and sets the stage for the story's conflict.

2. Avoid prologues.

Prologues can be tempting for writers who want to provide background information. However,
Leonard believed they can often disrupt the flow of the story. He encourages writers to weave
necessary background details into the narrative rather than segregating them into a prologue.



3. Never use a verb other than "said" to carry dialogue.

While it might be tempting to use verbs like "exclaimed" or "responded," Leonard warns that these
can distract from the dialogue itself. "Said" is an invisible verb that allows the dialogue to shine
without drawing attention to the act of speaking.

4. Never use an adverb to modify the verb "said."

Leonard argues that adverbs can dilute the power of dialogue. Instead of saying, "he said angrily," it
is better to let the dialogue itself convey the emotion. This approach maintains the reader's
immersion in the story.

5. Keep your exclamation points under control.

Exclamation points can be overused, leading to a loss of impact. Leonard advises sparing use of this
punctuation to ensure that when an exclamation point is used, it truly conveys excitement or
urgency.

6. Use regional dialects sparingly.

While regional dialects can add authenticity to characters, excessive use can alienate readers.
Leonard recommends using dialects to enhance character development without overwhelming the
reader with difficult language.

7. Avoid detailed descriptions of characters.

Leonard believes that readers should form their own mental images of characters. Instead of lengthy
descriptions, he suggests revealing character traits through actions, dialogue, and interactions with
other characters.

8. Don't go into great detail describing places and things.

Similar to character descriptions, overly detailed settings can bog down the narrative. Leonard
encourages writers to provide just enough detail to create a vivid sense of place without
overwhelming the reader with unnecessary specifics.

9. If it sounds like writing, rewrite it.

Leonard emphasizes the importance of authenticity in writing. If a sentence feels contrived or overly



polished, it likely detracts from the story. Writers should strive for a natural flow that resonates with
readers.

10. Never use the word "suddenly" or "all hell broke loose."

These phrases can often feel cliché and diminish the impact of a scene. Leonard advocates for
showing action through vivid descriptions rather than relying on these tired expressions.

Applying Leonard's Rules to Your Writing

Incorporating Elmore Leonard's rules into your writing can significantly enhance your storytelling
abilities. Here are some practical tips on how to apply these rules:

Start with a strong hook: Engage readers from the first line, perhaps with a compelling action
or dialogue.

Integrate background information: Rather than using prologues, weave essential details into
the narrative.

Focus on dialogue: Use "said" and avoid adverbs, allowing your characters' voices to shine.

Be concise in descriptions: Provide enough detail to set the scene but allow readers'
imagination to fill in the gaps.

Revise for authenticity: Read your work aloud to identify any sentences that feel forced or
unnatural.

By consciously applying these principles, writers can create more engaging and polished narratives
that resonate with readers.

Conclusion

Elmore Leonard’s ten rules of writing offer a straightforward yet profound approach to crafting
compelling narratives. By focusing on clarity, authenticity, and reader engagement, these rules
serve as valuable tools for writers at any stage of their careers. Embracing Leonard's philosophy can
lead to stronger storytelling, allowing writers to connect with their audiences more effectively.

Whether you are an aspiring author or an experienced writer, integrating these guidelines can
enhance your writing style and improve your storytelling capabilities, ensuring that your work
captivates and entertains readers.



FAQs

Q: What are Elmore Leonard's 10 rules of writing?
A: Elmore Leonard's 10 rules of writing are guidelines that emphasize clarity, directness, and reader
engagement. They include avoiding clichéd openings, minimizing adverb use, keeping descriptions
concise, and focusing on dialogue.

Q: Why does Leonard advise against using prologues?
A: Leonard believes that prologues can disrupt the narrative flow and recommends integrating
necessary background information into the story instead.

Q: How can I apply Leonard's rules to my writing?
A: Writers can apply Leonard's rules by focusing on strong openings, concise descriptions, dialogue
without adverbs, and revising for authenticity.

Q: Does Leonard suggest using regional dialects in writing?
A: Yes, but he advises using them sparingly to maintain reader accessibility while still adding
character authenticity.

Q: What is the significance of using "said" in dialogue?
A: Leonard considers "said" to be an invisible verb that allows dialogue to take center stage without
distracting the reader.

Q: How do Leonard's rules impact character development?
A: Leonard's rules encourage showing character traits through actions and dialogue rather than
through lengthy descriptions, allowing readers to form their own impressions.

Q: Can following these rules improve my storytelling?
A: Yes, adhering to Leonard's rules can lead to clearer, more engaging narratives that resonate
better with readers.

Q: What should I focus on when revising my writing?
A: Focus on eliminating forced or unnatural phrases, ensuring your dialogue feels authentic, and
maintaining a strong narrative flow.



Q: Are there any exceptions to Leonard's rules?
A: While Leonard’s rules are generally effective, writers should also consider their unique voice and
style, adapting the rules as necessary for their stories.

Q: How did Elmore Leonard's writing style influence modern
authors?
A: Leonard's emphasis on authenticity, sharp dialogue, and streamlined storytelling has inspired
many contemporary authors to prioritize clarity and engagement in their writing.
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