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12. You Don’t Get Scared of Monsters, You 
Get Scared for People: Creating Suspense 

across Versions in Stephen King’s IT

 Vincent ﻿Neyt

The world may view Stephen ﻿King as a horror novelist, but he regards 
himself as a suspense novelist. ‘A suspense novel is basically a scare 
novel’, he told an interviewer in 1979; ‘I see the horror novel as only one 
room in a very large house, which is the suspense novel’ (Underwood 
and ﻿Miller 1989, 91). Suspense, according to ﻿King, can be seen as ‘diluted 
horror’ (81): a horrific scene can amplify the readers’ emotional state 
from ‘tense’ to ‘terrified’ by triggering deep-rooted fears or phobias in 
addition to their anxiety, hopes and fears for the characters involved. As 
to ‘what makes a good horror story’, ﻿King said in 1980: 

Character, I think. […] I want you to feel that the characters are people 
that you care about, that they are real, and that they are doing real things. 
You must feel that the characters are deep. And I don’t mean deep in the 
sense that they have a lot of deep thoughts. They must have thickness. 
Do they stand off the page? Then the writer puts them into a position 
where they can’t get out. You don’t get scared of monsters; you get scared 
for people. (79)

In this essay, I will explore this central position assigned by ﻿King to the 
characters he places in harm’s way. 

The study of suspense traditionally has two main focuses: the 
narrative that creates suspense, and the reader, viewer or listener who 
experiences it (Bálint 2020). I propose to widen the text-oriented focus 
to include a genetic approach, to study the drafts of such captivating 
texts. Authors of suspense-driven narratives revise their work with the 
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200� Genetic Narratology

goal of enhancing the reader’s experience in suspenseful episodes or 
of strengthening the reader’s engagement with the narrative, resulting 
in a more intense overall experience. ﻿King has referred to the craft of 
rewriting as ‘a nuts-and-bolts kind of operation’, like ‘adjusting the 
carburetor […] to make it right’ (Underwood and ﻿Miller 1989, 169). His 
valuable insights into the mechanics of suspense shine through in the 
adjustments he makes ‘under the hood’.

From On Writing, his memoir of the craft, it becomes clear that ﻿King 
is an intuitive writer who requires minimal preparation to begin a new 
work. He starts from what he calls a ‘situation’, which usually arises in 
the form of a ‘what if’ question (﻿King 2012, 190). The situation that ﻿King 
explored in his epic novel IT (1986), the test case of this genetic analysis, 
can be formulated in its simplest form as: ‘what if a group of children 
came face to face with a monster at the age of eleven, and were then 
forced to face that same monster again as adults?’ 

After the ‘what if’ question, ﻿King explains, ‘the characters—always 
flat and unfeatured, to begin with—come next. Once these things are 
fixed in my mind, I begin to narrate’ (ibid.). From here, he moves forward 
solely on instinct. The plan is to put the characters in a predicament and 
watch them try to work themselves free (189) and he goes about this 
without any outlining or plotting beforehand. ‘For a suspense novelist’, 
﻿King adds, 

this is a great thing. [...] [I]f I’m not able to guess with any accuracy how 
the damned thing is going to turn out, even with my inside knowledge 
of coming events, I can be pretty sure of keeping the reader in a state of 
page-turning anxiety. (﻿King 2012, 190)

In the eighties, ﻿King imposed a high tempo of writing on himself. 
Six pages a day, no more, no less (Underwood and ﻿Miller 1989, 75), 
with no rereading or revising of what was written the day before, 
ever moving the story forward until it’s complete. This is necessary ‘to 
keep up with my original enthusiasm and at the same time outrun the 
self-doubt that’s always waiting to settle in’ (﻿King 2012, 249). For each 
work, ﻿King habitually does ‘two drafts and a polish’ (248). In this polish 
(which sometimes becomes a third draft), he is mainly concerned with 
language, with giving the work a unified stylistic feel.
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﻿King wrote three drafts of IT between 1980 and 1986: the first on a 
typewriter, the second and third on a personal computer.1 The original 
typescript of the first draft is missing, but there are photocopies. The 
second draft, however, is nowhere to be found. Two printouts of the 
third draft are kept at ﻿King’s archive. Because of the missing link in the 
dossier, it’s impossible to tell whether the variants between the first and 
third drafts entered the text at the second or third draft stage. So, as a 
shorthand, I will speak of changes in ‘the second/third draft’, taking 
the two together out of necessity. Chuck ﻿Verrill, ﻿King’s editor, gave his 
editorial feedback both on the first draft and the third (after ﻿King had 
submitted it for publication in early 1986). ﻿Verrill primarily raised issues 
in chronology and continuity, suggesting cuts and revisions regarding 
language and overall pace. On his set of proof pages, ﻿King made only 
cosmetic changes.

In the following two sections, I present a concise overview of relevant 
methodological publications on suspense theory and the narratological 
concepts of pace, characterisation and focalisation. The section ‘Revising 
IT for Suspense’ describes four patterns of revision discovered in ﻿King’s 
work on IT across versions, and the section ‘Meeting Pennywise’ 
combines these patterns in the analysis of a passage from the first 
chapter of the novel.

1. Suspense Theory

From studies in the cognitive (reader-based) approach (﻿Zillman 1980; 
﻿Gerrig and Allbritton 1990; Vorderer et al. 1996; Beecher 2007; Smuts 2008; 
Hakemulder et al. 2017) the consensus has arisen that an equivalent-
to-reality representation of events in a narrative can trigger suspense, 
which is a pleasurable experience that has an emotional component 
(interest, hope, fear, thrill, anxiety, restlessness, empathy, sympathy) 
and a cognitive component (uncertainty, anticipation, prospection, gap-
filling, the dynamic calculation of possible outcomes and the probability 
of these competing scenarios). Without the emotional component, there 
can be no suspense.

1� The drafts and proofs mentioned are stored at Stephen ﻿King’s personal archive in 
Bangor, Maine. In what follows, I mainly quote from the first draft (﻿King 1981).
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Foundational to the text-oriented approach in suspense theory is 
the work of Meir ﻿Sternberg (﻿Sternberg 1978; 2003a; 2003b). He discerns 
three ‘universals of narrative’, three narrative techniques that produce 
enjoyment in readers: suspense, curiosity and surprise. Suspense and 
curiosity both derive from a lack of information, drawing the reader’s 
attention forward (﻿Sternberg 1978, 65). They differ in that suspense is 
the emotion experienced with regard to temporary gaps in story events 
situated in what ﻿Sternberg calls the ‘narrative future’, and curiosity is 
the emotion with regard to events from the ‘narrative past’ that have not 
yet been related in the narrative (65). A third category is surprise, where 
a hidden gap is opened and the reader discovers retrospectively, at the 
point of closure, that there was a gap or an ambiguity (244). The three 
lines of narrative interest in ﻿Sternberg’s model can occur simultaneously, 
and usually do, on all textual levels.

﻿Brewer and ﻿Lichtenstein based their influential ‘structural-affect 
theory of stories’ on ﻿Sternberg’s universals. They turned suspense, 
curiosity, and surprise into three separate ‘discourse structures’ that 
account for the ‘entertainment force’ of stories, and they state that these 
structures will produce three different affect curves in readers (﻿Brewer 
and ﻿Lichtenstein 1982). 

The ‘suspense discourse organisation’ must contain an initiating 
event, early in the narrative text, an event which could lead to significant 
consequences (either good or bad) for a character. The initiating event 
causes the reader to become concerned about the consequences for the 
relevant character and this produces suspense, which is later resolved 
by the outcome event. Between the initiating event and the outcome 
event, there is ‘additional discourse material’, or ‘outcome delay’ (what 
﻿Sternberg calls ‘retardation’), to encourage the build-up of the suspense. 
Chronological narration is prevalent, with the exception of the technique 
of foreshadowing (482). In addition to the narrative-spanning suspense 
and resolution structure, there are ‘mini’ suspense and resolution 
episodes along the way, which, in the case of a long narrative, results 
in an affect curve that makes ‘a saw-toothed climb towards a climax’ 
(﻿Brewer 1996, 116).

The initiating event is important in engaging the reader. The 
protagonist must by this point be characterised as likable and good and 
the event itself must have a considerable impact on both protagonist and 
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reader. As a result, the reader will empathise (feel with the character) 
or sympathise (feel for the character) and become concerned, which is 
experienced as a ‘clash of hope and fear’ (﻿Sternberg 1978, 65).  

Stephen ﻿King’s IT adheres to the macro-organisation of ﻿Brewer 
and ﻿Lichtenstein’s ‘suspense discourse structure’. In the horror genre, 
suspense is the dominant line of narrative interest, with most stories 
moving chronologically towards a final confrontation between the 
protagonist and the monster. Curiosity comes into play when, in order 
to successfully defeat the monster, the protagonist must first discover its 
true nature, where it came from, and how it can be killed. 

Noël ﻿Carroll states that what drives readers forward is their desire to 
find answers: an early scene will raise a question which is then answered 
in a later scene, which he calls ‘erotetic narration’ (﻿Carroll 1990, 130). 
Suspense, in his view, ‘is generated as an emotional concomitant of a 
narrative question that has been raised by earlier scenes and events in a 
story’, a question that must have only ‘two possible, opposed answers 
which have specific ratings in terms of morality and probability’ (137). 
The suspense is highest when the morally just outcome is the least likely 
(138). It can easily be seen, ﻿Carroll concludes, how horror narratives 
trigger suspense in readers. Monsters are irredeemably evil, are 
generally immensely powerful and often operate in secret. Almost from 
the onset the odds are stacked heavily against the human protagonist(s) 
in the inevitable confrontation, and ‘the situation is ripe for suspense’ 
(139). Horror narratives typically will spend more time on establishing 
the improbability of the humans being successful against the monster 
than on establishing the monster’s evilness (142), suggesting that 
improbability—not morality—is the more important factor in suspense 
creation.

Suspense has also been studied at the smallest textual level. 
Richard ﻿Gerrig (﻿Gerrig 1996) describes an experiment on triggering 
suspense through a single sentence. From the results he distils two 
categories that proved successful. First, sentences that suggest a lack 
of knowledge, either on the part of the narration, the character, or the 
reader, are suspenseful because they activate the problem-solving 
cognitive mechanism (99). A second category is ‘classic suspense 
schemas’ (98). Concepts that recurred in the suspenseful sentences 
were danger, darkness, potential physical harm, doors, fear and 
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despair. Words associated with these concepts, ﻿Gerrig believes, evoke 
‘prototypical scenes in which readers are likely to have experienced 
suspense in the past’ (98). This dovetails nicely with the results of 
Mark Algee-Hewitt’s project ‘Suspense: Language, Narrative, Affect’ 
at the Stanford Literary Lab, which traced suspense at the word level. 
They found that ‘suspenseful passages were characterised by words 
relating to the imagination (e.g., “thought”), the senses (“saw”), 
and movement (“struggled”) and topics such as “assault”, “guns”, 
“crime”, and “dramatic weather”’ (Ueda 2016). The presence of words 
that convey how things appear to be rather than how they really are, 
such as ‘seemed’, ‘perceived’, or ‘observed’, generate ‘epistemological 
uncertainty’, which translates into suspense (Ueda 2016).

2. Suspense and Narratology

In view of the structuralist division of the study of narrative texts into 
three levels, story, narrative and narration (﻿Herman and ﻿Vervaeck 2019, 
43), it is apparent from the preceding research that suspense is triggered 
by elements at all levels. An initiating story event puts the protagonist in 
harm’s way and a series of discovery and confrontation events leads to 
a climactic event in which good triumphs over evil against great odds. 
Mieke ﻿Bal states that suspense is mainly evoked in readers on the level 
of the narrative; by how story material is manipulated into a narrative 
sequence (﻿Bal 2009, 76). It is not so much the action of the confrontation 
that is suspenseful, but the build-up to the action (the outcome delay), 
and this is where the manipulations occur. A good deal is also achieved 
through the narration itself, in the actual phrasing, as the studies on 
suspense at the smallest textual level have shown.

Pace

In the case of the narrative aspect of time, the manipulation lies in the 
speed with which the narrator goes through the story events, in the 
text’s ‘pace’ or ‘pacing’. Brian ﻿Gingrich gives the most comprehensive 
definition of the concept in his PhD dissertation ‘The Pace of Modern 
Fiction’: ‘large-forward-rhythmic-shifting-dynamic-temporal narrative 
movement’ (﻿Gingrich 2018, 6). Pace is akin to rhythm (a pattern 
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of varying units of narrative speed), but not identical to it: ‘what 
distinguishes pace from rhythm in general is that it moves forward 
toward senses of endings (projected moments of closure, climax, or 
nonnarratable resolution)’ (9).

In terms of the relationship between the duration of the narrative 
(reading time) and the duration of the narrated events (story time), one 
would expect the action in confrontations to be narrated in scenic mode, 
and the reading time in the suspenseful build-up to these confrontations 
to be longer than the story time, either by narrating a scene in slow-
down, ‘a sort of scene in slow motion’ (﻿Genette 1980, 95), or by retarding 
a scene by inserting descriptive pauses—two options that are often hard 
to distinguish from each other. Gérard ﻿Genette states that pauses in 
scenes can be ‘concealed’ by presenting them through the perception of 
a character (107): a room is described as a character sees it. Story time 
does not stop but runs on as the character is looking around. Alfonso 
de Toro proposes to distinguish between ‘static descriptions’, given by 
the narrator, interrupting the sequence of narrated events; and ‘dynamic 
descriptions’, given by a character, which only insignificantly affect the 
narrative sequence in its flow (de Toro 2011, 133).

Karin ﻿Kukkonen provides an additional approach to the dynamics 
of time in narrative texts with her notions of ‘plot speed’, ‘storyworld 
speed’ and ‘discourse speed’ (﻿Kukkonen 2020). Two episodes might be 
narrated in the same scenic mode; for instance, a tranquil conversation 
scene transitioning suddenly into a high-speed car-chase scene, but 
the reader will experience this transition as an acceleration, purely on 
the basis of verbs like ‘rushing’, ‘running’, ‘chasing’ and so on. For this 
experience of the reader that ‘the novel is speeding up’, ﻿Kukkonen uses 
the term ‘storyworld speed’. Readers can have a similar experience of 
acceleration when a page-filling paragraph with long sentences and 
difficult words is followed by a series of simple one-sentence paragraphs, 
which is a change in ‘discourse speed’, defined as: ‘readers’ sense of how 
swiftly they get through a stretch of narrative in relation to its perceived 
length in terms of mediation’ (75). ‘Plot speed’ has to do with readers’ 
expectations or predictions. Changes in plot speed arise when events 
‘make a projected outcome more likely (acceleration) or less likely 
(deceleration)’ (77). 
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Characterisation

Relevant to suspense are also the narratological aspects of characterisation 
and focalisation. Fotis Jannidis defines characterisation as ‘the process 
of ascribing properties to names which results in agents having these 
properties in the storyworld’ (Jannidis 2013, paragraph 3). A character’s 
traits can be described directly by the narrator; the reader can indirectly 
deduce them from the character’s actions, discourse and other metonymic 
elements; or characterisation can be done through analogy (Rimmon-
Kenan 2002, 59–70). Philippe ﻿Hamon distinguishes four different 
principles that work together in the dynamic process of constructing 
a character throughout a narrative text. The first presentation of a 
character is typically followed by: the continuous repetition of its most 
relevant traits; an accumulation of traits that together form a whole; 
relations to other characters, in the form of similarities and contrasts; 
and transformations that a character undergoes on the level of its traits 
(﻿Hamon 1977, 128).

The process is equally dynamic from the reader’s perspective. 
When experiencing the representation of a character in a narrative, 
Ralf ﻿Schneider states, readers dynamically form (and update) a mental 
model of that character, a process that is ‘a complex interaction of what 
the text says about the characters and of what the reader knows about 
the world in general, specifically about people and, yet more specifically, 
about “people” in literature’ (﻿Schneider 2001, 608). The model is fed 
bottom-up from the text and top-down from the reader’s knowledge. 
When readers first meet a character, they may form a mental model of 
it based on categorisation (when they recognise it as a stock character 
or stereotype) or a personalised model, which ‘is constructed more 
laboriously in the bottom-up mode, and the result will be a more 
complex structure that is kept “open” for a longer time to allow for the 
integration of further, potentially conflicting information’ (﻿Schneider 
2013, 123). Categorised models may transition into personalised models 
(which ﻿Schneider calls ‘individuation’), and the opposite transition is 
possible as well (‘de-personalisation’). In ﻿Schneider’s analysis, only 
characters in the personalised category can trigger the emotions in 
readers that are necessary for them to experience suspense (124).
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Focalisation

Focalisation, according to Mieke ﻿Bal, is the storyteller’s most effective 
tool in creating suspense: the manipulation of the information we receive 
by restricting it to the perception and cognitive functions of particular 
characters at particular times (﻿Bal 2009, 76). Despite extensive critical 
attention (﻿Genette 1980; ﻿Jahn 1996; ﻿Fludernik 1996; ﻿Bal 2009; ﻿Schmid 
2010; ﻿Niederhoff 2011), focalisation has remained a ‘complex and 
elusive’ phenomenon of narrative texts (﻿Niederhoff 2011, paragraph 
18). In the combination of an extradiegetic narrator with an internal 
focaliser2 for instance (as is the case predominantly in IT), statements 
that are not explicitly linked by the narrator to the focalising character’s 
perception, such as ‘the house was hidden behind a tree’, are ambiguous 
as to whether the perceiving agent is external to the storyworld (the 
narrator) or internal to it (the focalising character). This uncertainty can 
be exploited to generate tension.

3. Revising IT for Suspense: Four Patterns 

Most striking in ﻿King’s revision campaigns of IT is that he expanded 
the first half of the book. He added more detail to the suspense scenes 
in the opening chapters, the amount of added text gradually decreasing 
as he approached the midway point.3 The scenes in which there is little 
or no tension in the first half of the novel were similarly lengthened. 
He saw less need for expansion in the second half of the book; merely 
streamlining the scenes by revising for style and internal consistency. 

2� ﻿Genette, who coined the term ‘focalisation’ (1980, 189), objected to Mieke ﻿Bal’s use 
of the term ‘focaliser’ (meaning the ‘agent that sees’ in a given focalisation) with 
regard to a character in the storyworld (﻿Bal 2009, 149) on the grounds that only a 
narrator can narrow and widen the focus, ‘to talk about characters as focalisers is 
to confuse focalisation and perception’ (﻿Niederhoff 2011, paragraph 16). However, 
the term ‘focaliser’ has been adopted in works of narrative theory (eg. Rimmon-
Kenan 2002, 74; ﻿Herman and ﻿Vervaeck 2019, 78) and I will also use it in this essay.

3� The first such scene, when George Denbrough faces his fears to fetch something 
from the cellar, is 40% longer in its published form than in the first draft. That 
percentage steadily decreases in the suspenseful scenes that follow (although 
there are a few outliers along the way). From chapter 13 onwards (the halfway 
point), most suspenseful scenes remain more or less equal in length or are 
reduced by a few percentage points.
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Overall, ﻿King added almost no story events in his rewrite of the first 
half; the additions are mainly in dialogue and character descriptions. In 
my opinion, as a mechanic looking under the hood of his first draft text, 
﻿King believed the key to sustaining his readers’ engagement in such a 
long novel would depend on the characterisation of its protagonists: 
lowering the pace of the chapters by giving more attention to the 
physicality, the character traits, the direct speech and the thoughts and 
emotions of these ‘paper people’.

The suspense structure of the novel was already firmly in place in the 
first draft. ﻿King made no changes to the overall suspense and resolution 
curve, nor to the tempo with which the pendulum swings between low 
tension and high tension; between confrontations and breather episodes; 
between scenes and summaries.

On the level of the suspenseful scene, however, particularly the early 
ones that were expanded, there are interesting patterns to be discerned 
in the revisions.4 Added text, of course, extends the reading time, 
sustaining the tension longer before the suspense is resolved. To create 
this extra length, the majority of ﻿King’s additions deal with how the 
focaliser experiences the danger. In the rest of this section, I will argue 
this in more detail.

Sensory Impressions

To the narration of story events ﻿King added (or expanded) the character’s 
sensory impressions. He added indications of internal focalisation to 
neutrally narrated descriptions of danger by presenting them through 
the perception of the focalising character. ‘[The clown’s] face was 
deeply lined’ (﻿King 1981, 156), for instance, becomes ‘Ben could see the 
clown’s face clearly. It was deeply lined’ (﻿King 1986, 214). ‘The house, 
brooding and silent, drew closer’ (﻿King 1981, 225) becomes ‘It did not 
seem as if his feet were moving; instead the house itself, brooding and 
silent, seemed to draw closer to where he stood’ (﻿King 1986, 311). In its 

4� In my working definition, a ‘suspenseful scene’ starts when protagonists feel 
themselves to be in danger (or when the narrator indicates that there is danger), 
either because the monster is near or because there is a real-world danger (e.g., 
from the bully Henry Bowers or from Beverly Marsh’s abusive father). The scene 
ends when the character is no longer in danger (or dead).
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first draft state, this sentence contains the troubling description of an 
unnatural occurrence (a house drawing closer), and in its revised state 
the same thing is presented through the consciousness of a frightened 
eleven-year-old boy. ﻿King’s addition of the word ‘seemed’ (twice) 
confirms Algee-Hewitt’s remarks that verbs that relay how things 
appear can be used to generate epistemological uncertainty, leading to 
increased suspense.

Many such small changes occur throughout ﻿King’s revision 
campaigns of the suspense scenes in the first half of the book. To make 
the scenes more effective and to increase the reader’s engagement with 
the events, ﻿King placed the reader inside the body of the character 
in the dangerous situation, more so than in the first draft. Expanding 
the text with simple phrases pertaining to the sensory experience of 
the protagonist turns static descriptions to dynamic and adds diegetic 
outcome delay (on the micro-level) that slows down readers (by 
lowering the discourse speed) without giving them the impression that 
the action is being halted for description. 

﻿King regularly inserted details of the smells, sounds and tactile 
sensations that the protagonists experience in their predicament. In a 
scene where It terrorises Bill and Richie by making the pages of a photo 
album turn on their own, ﻿King revised ‘When [Bill] stopped turning 
[the pages], they turned themselves’ (﻿King 1981, 251) to ‘He gave up 
after a minute, but the pages did not. They turned themselves, flipping 
slowly but steadily, with big deliberate riffling sounds’ (﻿King 1986, 336). 
Further on, ﻿King added: ‘The inside of Richie’s mouth suddenly felt as 
dry as dust and as smooth as glass’ (337). 

Similar in nature are ﻿King’s edits in the episode where young 
Eddie Kaspbrak is chased by the monster in the guise of a leper. The 
differences between the first draft and the published text are visualised 
in the following quote with omitted text struck through and added text 
in superscript:

Eddie raced for his bike. It was the same race as before, only now it now 
had the quality of a nightmare, where you can only move with the most 

agonizing slowness no matter how hard you try to go fast...and in those dreams 

didn’t you can always hear or feel something, some It, gaining on you.? Didn’t you 

always smell Its stinking breath, as Eddie was smelling it now? (﻿King 1981, 229; ﻿King 1986, 314)
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As suggested here by the additions of ‘feel’ and ‘smell’, ﻿King devoted 
conscious attention to the sensory experience of the focaliser across 
versions. The revision also lengthens reading time and story time, while 
giving the reader no information on the threat that lies behind the boy 
as he runs for his life.

Inner Life

Complementary to the focus on sensory experiences (transporting 
the reader into the character’s body), in his second/third draft ﻿King 
chiefly expanded these suspense scenes by adding the protagonist’s 
inner life, transporting the reader into the character’s conscious mind.5 
The previous example can also serve as an illustration here. In the next 
paragraph the narrator informs us that, for a moment, Eddie felt ‘a wild 
hope’ that he was indeed having a nightmare, which clarifies that the 
narrator was expressing Eddie’s thought that his race had the quality of 
a nightmare, complete with sounds and smells. The revision from ‘you 
can always hear something’ to ‘didn’t you always hear or feel something’ 
(and the subsequent repetition of ‘didn’t you always’) turn the passage 
into more of a direct transcription of Eddie’s thoughts than narration by 
an external narrator.

﻿King made heavy use of this technique in his revision of the first 
section of chapter 3, ‘Six Phone Calls’, in which Patty Uris tries to fight 
off panic when she realises that her husband Stan has locked himself 
in the bathroom and doesn’t answer her calls. The suspenseful scene 
follows the classic schema of ‘the horror that lies behind the closed 
door’. ﻿King expanded the text by 32% from its first draft form, slowing 
down the pace primarily by diving deeper into Patty’s panicked mind, 
as in this passage:

Now she could remember dropping the beer can outside the bathroom 
door and pelting headlong back down the stairs, but she could only 
remember it vaguely. thinking vaguely: This is all a mistake of some kind and we’ll laugh about it later. He filled up 

the tub and then remembered he didn’t have cigarettes and went out to get them before he took his clothes off –

Yes. Only he had already locked the bathroom door from the inside and because it was too much of a bother to unlock it again 

he had simply opened the window over the tub and gone down the side of the house like a fly crawling down a wall. Sure, of 

course, sure—(﻿King 1981, 26; ﻿King 1986, 56; italics are ﻿King’s)

5� By ‘inner life’ I mean the information the narrator supplies on the focalising 
character’s emotions, cognitive functions, imagination and psychology.
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After having fetched a spare key, Patty forces herself to walk, not run, 
back to the bathroom to stave off panic, because, she thought, ‘running 
made the panic want to come back’ (57). In his second/third draft, ﻿King 
extended this paragraph considerably by adding: 

Also, if she just walked, maybe nothing would be wrong. Or, if there was something wrong, God could look down, see she 

was just walking, and think: Oh, good—pulled a hell of a boner, but I’ve got time to take it all back. (ibid.) 

Having arrived at the door with the key, Patty is afraid to use it because 
it is ‘somehow too final’ (58). ﻿King added: ‘If God hadn’t taken it back 
by the time she used the key, then He never would. The age of miracles, 
after all, was past’ (ibid.). The insertions more accurately evoke the 
story time involved in Patty’s walk back upstairs and hesitation at the 
door. The choice to expand this classic suspense scenario with Patty’s 
inner life instead of with new minor events, descriptions of setting or 
character physicality reveals ﻿King’s poetics on how best to amplify the 
tension.

Feeding Patty’s internal panic throughout the scene is an external 
sound coming from behind the bathroom door—the sound of dripping 
water: ‘Plink…pause. Plink…pause. Plink…pause’ (55). The sound 
motif, already present in the first draft, was further expanded. When 
Patty is standing by the phone, thinking about who to call and what 
to say, ﻿King replaced ‘someone had to know that Stan didn’t answer, 
because he was unconscious, or dead. Someone had to help her. Maybe 
it wasn’t too late yet’ (﻿King 1981, 26), rational considerations on Patty’s 
part, with ‘[how did you tell someone] that the steady sound of the 
water dripping into the tub was killing her heart? Someone had to help 
her’ (﻿King 1986, 57). The incessant drip of the faucet leaves no room in 
her mind for rationality or hope of a good outcome.

In the climax of the scene, ﻿King revised the description of Stan’s body 
in the bathtub from static to dynamic, presenting it through Patty’s 
perception, and added a concluding repetition of the sound motif. 
He expanded ‘Patty Uris at last found her voice, and staring into her 
husband’s dead and sparkling eyes, she began to scream’ (﻿King 1981, 
28) to:

Another drop fell into the tub.
Plink.
That did it. Patty Uris at last found her voice. Staring into her husband’s 
dead and sparkling eyes, she began to scream. (﻿King 1986, 59)
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The change in discourse speed (from one compound sentence to five 
short sentences spread over three paragraphs) is meant to evoke the 
story time of the final drop falling and unravelling Patty’s composure 
completely. 

In summary, ﻿King chose to heighten the tension of this scene by 
amplifying Patty’s inner life and the sound dynamics between her 
shouts to her husband and the excruciating ‘plink…pause…’ which is 
the only reply she receives.

Character Traits

A third way in which ﻿King lowered the pace of suspenseful scenes 
was by adding repetitions of character traits of the protagonists. After 
having intuitively discovered the traits of the seven protagonists while 
writing his first draft, ﻿King used all subsequent stages of revision to 
paint the characters with a thicker brush. He did so most extensively in 
the low-tension episodes, but this pattern of revision is also present in 
high-tension scenes.

Richie Tozier was the character that underwent the most expansive 
rewrite, with a significant amount of new text devoted to him in the 
second/third draft. The eleven-year-old Richie loves doing comical 
voices and talking about rock ’n’ roll music. In the first draft, young 
Richie grew up to be a lawyer who no longer did impressions. ﻿King’s 
most significant alteration to a character in the novel was transforming 
adult Richie from a lawyer into a radio deejay who had gained success 
and fame by performing voice impressions between songs.

﻿King inserted references to these character traits into several of the 
suspense scenes in which Richie is the focaliser. In the scene where Richie 
is attacked by It in the guise of a giant plastic statue of Paul Bunyan (a 
landmark in the town of Derry), ﻿King slows down a sentence containing 
straight-forward action:

There was another earth-shaking thud, seemingly right at his heels, as 
Paul Bunyan’s The earth shook. Richie’s upper and lower teeth rattled against each other like china plates in an 

earthquake. He did not have to look to know that Paul’s axe had buried itself hilt-deep haft-deep in the 
earth. sidewalk inches behind his feet.

Madly, in his mind, he heard the Dovells: Oh the kids in Bristol are sharp as a pistol When they do the Bristol Stomp....  

(﻿King 1981, 504; ﻿King 1986, 586)
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Again, the revisions reposition the narrator’s chosen perspective from 
an external to one much more internal to the focaliser, adding a sound 
(teeth rattling like china plates) and sensory verbs (look, heard). The 
result—which shares only a few words with the text of the first draft—
gives more detail about how Richie experienced the danger in body and 
mind. The progression of the action is halted in the middle of a high-
tension confrontation for twenty-four words of direct characterisation of 
Richie’s inner life as a young music aficionado.

Although the extra length undeniably lowers the discourse speed of 
an actional passage (during which the reader will be anxious to find 
out what happens next), the storyworld speed is still high (because of 
the words ‘shook’, ‘rattled’, ‘earthquake’, ‘buried’, ‘madly’ and ‘Stomp’). 
Adding references to popular culture is another revision pattern in the 
second/third draft of IT, and although the other children also like rock 
’n’ roll music, ﻿King singled it out as a distinguishing trait for Richie 
because of the change from lawyer to deejay.

Dialogue

Lastly, ﻿King lowered the pace of the suspense scenes in the first half of 
the novel by inserting more dialogue, notably by putting more words 
into the mouth of Pennywise the Dancing Clown. As the antagonist, 
Pennywise is always the focalised object, never the focaliser; it is 
only at the beginning of chapter 21 that we are taken inside the mind 
of the monster for the first time. In the many scenes that build up to 
that moment, ﻿King worked on his villain by expanding the external 
characteristics only, and the increase in dialogue is the most notable 
revision pattern. When Pennywise tries to lure young Ben Hanscom 
towards him, for instance, ﻿King’s modifications in the speech contain a 
repetition of one of Ben’s character traits, his love of books:

You’ll like it here, Ben, the clown said, and now said. Now it was close enough 
so that Ben could hear the clud-clud sound of its funny shoes on made as they 

advanced over the uneven ice. You’ll like it, yes, there are all sorts of things to be 
here; so it here, I promise, all the boys and girls I meet like it here because it’s like Pleasure Island in Pinocchio and Never-Never 

Land in Peter Pan; they never have to grow up and that’s what all the kiddies want! So come on! See the sights, have a balloon, 
come with me, run away with the circus, feed the elephants, see the world, Ben, 
oh, Ben, ride the Chute-the-Chutes! Oh you’ll like it and oh Ben how you’ll float—(﻿King 1981, 155; 
﻿King 1986, 213)
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Similarly, when Pennywise menacingly invites Richie Tozier to return to 
the sewers to seek him out, he reminds Richie of his childhood fear of 
the movie ‘The Crawling Eye’: ‘We’ve got the Eye down here, Richie… 
We’ve got the Crawling Eye down here’ (﻿King 1981, 509), which ﻿King 
revised to resemble a radio advert: 

We’ve got the eye down here, Richie… you hear me? The one that crawls. 
If you don’t want to fly, don’t wanna say goodbye, you come on down 
under this here town and give a great big hi to one great big eye! (﻿King 
1986, 591)

4. Meeting Pennywise: Combining the Four Patterns  
of Revision

The changes made across versions in the first physical description of 
Pennywise, in the novel’s opening chapter, illustrate many of the patterns 
of how ﻿King revised for suspense. The chapter is focalised by George 
Denbrough, an innocent, vulnerable and likable six-year-old boy whose 
older brother Bill is the novel’s protagonist. George’s violent murder 
by Pennywise is the initiating event (cf. ﻿Brewer and ﻿Lichtenstein) that 
sets up the narrative-spanning suspense arc: the first chapter introduces 
and endears Bill and George to readers and after George is killed 
readers instinctively know that what this novel is heading towards is a 
confrontation between Bill and Pennywise.

With the importance of the impact of this first atrocious murder in 
mind, ﻿King meticulously rewrote the chapter, increasing its length by a 
quarter, thus lowering the pace.6 The character of George Denbrough is 
developed further (his fears about going into the cellar, his relationship 
with his brother, his love of movies and television); additional insights 
into Bill’s character are gleaned indirectly through Georgie’s perspective; 
the playful dialogue between the brothers is enriched possibly with 
the intention of enhancing the reader’s emotional reaction to George’s 
subsequent death; and foreshadowing references were added to the 
events of the book’s climax (necessary because of ﻿King’s intuitive first 

6� The chapter contains 4279 words in first draft, and 5426 in its published form. King 
retained 3068 words of the first draft verbatim and added or changed 2358 words. 
57% of the chapter in second/third draft form equals the first draft, and 43% of it 
was revised.
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draft writing practice). Small adjustments are made throughout from 
external to internal focalisation, such as the change from ‘[George] 
put on speed, and did almost in fact catch the boat’ (﻿King 1981, 8) to 
‘[George] put on speed, and for a moment he thought he would catch 
the boat’ (﻿King 1986, 12).

After George’s paper boat has just disappeared into a stormdrain, he 
hears a voice speak his name. He peers inside:

Barely visible in the shadowy hole, he could see a clown. He There was a clown 

in the stormdrain. The light in there was far from good, but it was good enough so that George Denbrough was sure of what 

he was seeing. It was a clown, like in the circus or on TV. In fact he looked a bit like Bozo, who had 
been on TV until last year; his a cross between Bozo and Clarabell, who talked by honking his (or was 

it her?—George was never really sure of the gender) horn on Howdy Doody Saturday mornings—Buffalo Bob was just about 

the only one who could understand Clarabell, and that always cracked George up. The face of the clown in the stormdrain 

was white, there were funny tufts of red hair on either side of his bald 
head, and there was a big clown-smile painted over his mouth. If George had been 

inhabiting a later year, he would have surely thought of Ronald McDonald before Bozo or Clarabell. ¶7 He held a 
bunch of balloons like gorgeous ripe fruit in one hand. ¶ In the other he 
held George’s boat. (King﻿ 1981, 9; King﻿ 1986, 13)

This descriptive paragraph has been quite heavily extended, from 
72 to 175 words. The word ‘clown’ has been moved to the front in a 
much simpler sentence, suggesting that King﻿ found this phrasing to be 
more effective as the slap in the readers’ face that initiates the tension 
in the scene. King﻿ added three repetitions of the word ‘clown’ in the 
paragraph. The observation that it was dark inside the hole, needed for 
verisimilitude, is moved, and expanded along the lines of the revision 
patterns discussed above. 

The change from a casual mention of Bozo to three references from 
popular culture (Bozo, Clarabell and Ronald McDonald) is remarkable. 
In the first draft the scenic mode is not interrupted: it would only take 
George a few seconds to think of Bozo as he is making sense of what 
he is seeing. But in its rewritten form, the narrator distinctly pauses the 
scene when he chooses to digress into George’s thoughts on Clarabell’s 
gender and on Buffalo Bob. It is unclear whether George is thinking 
all of this as he is looking into the drain or if the narrator pauses here 

7� The ‘¶’ symbols here and after the next sentence signify that ﻿King added 
paragraph breaks there in his second/third draft. 
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for a flashback. Of note is that King﻿ again opted to insert the focalising 
character’s inner life to slow down a high-tension passage. 

The straightforwardly descriptive sentence (‘funny tufts of hair’ 
and ‘a big clown smile’) is left largely unaltered, and it is followed by 
an addition in which the narrator suggests that Ronald McDonald is 
a closer resemblance than Bozo or Clarabell. To do so, the narrator is 
forced to give up the internal focalisation, adding ‘If George had been 
inhabiting a later year’, because the mascot for McDonalds was only 
introduced in 1963 and this scene is situated in 1957. Intriguingly, by 
giving up the internal focalisation in this addition, King﻿ breaks the 
empathic link between George and the reader by temporarily letting 
the narrator focalise a part of the paragraph, which is at odds with the 
revision patterns described above.8 

The paragraph in its revised form contains no extra information about 
Pennywise’s appearance. The changes mainly add to the characterisation 
of George, a typical child of 1950s America who watches TV. As readers 
we realise, one additional time, how young and innocent he is, and 
how great the danger is that he finds himself in now. Meanwhile, the 
pressing questions that readers have, at this point, about the nature and 
the intentions of the clown creature are purposefully left unanswered.

King ﻿turned a medium-sized descriptive paragraph into a long, 
lulling read that is dominated by a digression into George’s thoughts 
about The Howdy Doody show, slowing down the discourse speed, which 
then accelerates again in the two short one-sentence paragraphs that 
follow. The one-sentence paragraphs raise the tension, slapping readers 
awake with two new disturbing facts: Pennywise is holding a bunch 
of balloons in one hand, and George’s boat in the other. The balloons 
become a distinguishing trait for Pennywise throughout the novel.

5. Conclusion

Stephen King’s ﻿intuitive and fast-paced writing practice, in the case of 
IT, resulted in a first draft text that is likewise fast-paced. During the 

8� I can only speculate about the intended effect of this addition by ﻿King. Upon 
rewriting, ﻿King might have wanted to include a more recent (and current, at 
the time of publication) reference to popular culture; the addition might have 
been meant as criticism of the fast-food chain; or ﻿King might have decided that 
Pennywise most closely resembled Ronald McDonald.
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revision process, he made the necessary adjustments to align the text 
with his views on creating optimal suspense. The genetic dossier shows 
that only minimal alterations were required to the story events or their 
sequencing, but that King ﻿increased the length of the suspenseful scenes 
in the first half of the novel (albeit to a lesser extent as the narrative 
progresses).

There are clear patterns in the revisions (in both modified and added 
text), and they are fully in line with King’s ﻿statement that ‘you don’t get 
scared of monsters, you get scared for people’. In King’s ﻿view, it is the 
readers’ connection with the protagonist in body and mind that grabs 
them and keeps them engaged. If its place in the narrative sequence 
allows it, a scene that puts a character in danger can be made more 
suspenseful by immersing readers in what the protagonist is thinking, 
feeling and sensing. Such elements delay the outcome of the episode 
in a way that does not feel digressive or retardatory—on the contrary, 
it strengthens the reader’s empathy for the character, which also has a 
favourable effect on sustaining interest to the end.

The added repetitions of already established character traits show that 
even in suspense scenes King ﻿worked on what he called the ‘thickness’ 
of his characters (as quoted above). In a sense, those characters undergo 
a process of what ﻿Schneider called ‘individuation’ across versions. The 
unnaturalness and grotesqueness of the monster is most effectively 
conveyed to the reader if it is mediated internally through the perception 
and the bodily experiences of the protagonists rather than described by 
the narrator directly. Interestingly, most of the alterations made to the 
presentation of Pennywise mainly contribute to the characterisation of 
the person in danger. The additions that Pennywise speaks of Ben’s love 
of books, or that Richie is a radio deejay, for instance, have the effect that 
those characters (and readers along with them) realise the monster’s 
god-like knowledge and powers and, consequently, that their odds of 
besting the creature are very low indeed.

As King ﻿undertook the ‘nuts-and-bolts operation’ of rewriting his 
first draft of IT, he saw many opportunities for small edits that would 
put his readers more directly in touch with the harrowing experiences of 
his protagonists, to access not their fear of the monster but their concern 
for the people in danger. 
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