
"Biography of a Story"
Shirley Jackson

On the morning of June 28, 1948,1 walked down to the post office in our
little Vermont town to pick up the mail. I was quite casual about it, as I re-
call—I opened the box, took out a couple of bills and a letter or two, talked
to the postmaster for a few minutes, and left, never supposing that it was
the last time for months that I was to pick up the mail without an active
feeling of panic. By the next week I had had to change my mailbox to the
largest one in the post office, and casual conversation with the postmaster
was out of the question, because he wasn't speaking to me. June 28, 1948
was the day The New Yorker came out with a story of mine in it [cover date
was 26 June]. It was not my first published story, nor my last, but I have
been assured over and over that if it had been the only story I ever wrote or
published, there would be people who would not forget my name.

I had written the story three weeks before, on a bright June morning
when summer seemed to have come at last, with blue skies and warm sun
and no heavenly signs to warn me that my morning's work was anything
but just another story. The idea had come to me while I was pushing my
daughter up the hill in her stroller—it was, as I say, a warm morning, and
the hill was steep, and beside my daughter the stroller held the day's
groceries—and perhaps the effort of that last fifty yards up the hill put an
edge to the story; at any rate, I had the idea fairly clearly in my mind when
I put my daughter in her playpen and the frozen vegetables in the refriger-
ator, and, writing the story, I found that it went quickly and easily, moving
from beginning to end without pause. As a matter of fact, when I read it
over later I decided that except for one or two minor corrections, it needed
no changes, and the story I finally typed up and sent off to my agent the
next day was almost word for word the original draft. This, as any writer
of stories can tell you, is not a usual thing. All I know is that when I came
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to read the story over I felt strongly that I didn't want to fuss with it. I
didn't think it was perfect, but I didn't want to fuss with it. It was, I
thought, a serious, straightforward story, and I was pleased and a little sur-
prised at the ease with which it had been written; I was reasonably proud
of it, and hoped that my agent would sell it to some magazine and I would
have the gratification of seeing it in print.

My agent did not care for the story, but—as she said in her note at the
time—her job was to sell it, not to like it. She sent it at once to The New
Yorker, and about a week after the story had been written I received a tele-
phone call from the fiction editor of The New Yorker; it was quite clear that
he did not really care for the story either, but The New Yorker was going to
buy it. He asked for one change—that the date mentioned in the story be
changed to coincide with the date of the issue of the magazine in which the
story would appear, and I said of course. He then asked, hesitantly, if I had
any particular interpretation of my own for the story; Mr. Harold Ross,
then the editor of The New Yorker, was not altogether sure that he under-
stood the story, and wondered if I cared to enlarge upon its meaning. I said
no. Mr. Ross, he said, thought that the story might be puzzling to some
people, and in case anyone telephoned the magazine, as sometimes hap-
pened, or wrote in asking about the story, was there anything in particular
I wanted them to say? No, I said, nothing in particular; it was just a story I
wrote.

I had no more preparation than that. I went on picking up the mail every
morning, pushing my daughter up and down the hill in her stroller, antici-
pating pleasurably the check from The New Yorker, and shopping for gro-
ceries. The weather stayed nice and it looked as though it was going to be a
good summer. Then, on June 28, The New Yorker came out with my story.

Things began mildly enough with a note from a friend at The New
Yorker: "Your story has kicked up quite a fuss around the office/' he wrote.
I was flattered; it's nice to think that your friends notice what you write.
Later that day there was a call from one of the magazine's editors; they had
had a couple of people phone in about my story, he said, and was there
anything I particularly wanted him to say if there were any more calls? No,
I said, nothing particular; anything he chose to say was perfectly all right
with me; it was just a story.

I was further puzzled by a cryptic note from another friend: "Heard a
man talking about a story of yours on the bus this morning," she wrote.
"Very exciting. I wanted to tell him I knew the author, but after I heard
what he was saying I decided I'd better not."
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One of the most terrifying aspects of publishing stories and books is the
realization that they are going to be read, and read by strangers. I had
never fully realized this before, although I had of course in my imagination
dwelt lovingly upon the thought of the millions and millions of people
who were going to be uplifted and enriched and delighted by the stories I
wrote. It had simply never occurred to me that these millions and millions
of people might be so far from being uplifted that they would sit down and
write me letters I was downright scared to open; of the three-hundred-odd
letters that I received that summer I can count only thirteen that spoke
kindly to me, and they were mostly from friends. Even my mother scolded
me: "Dad and I did not care at all for your story in The New Yorker/' she
wrote sternly; "it does seem, dear, that this gloomy kind of story is what all
you young people think about these days. Why don't you write something
to cheer people up?"

By mid-July I had begun to perceive that I was very lucky indeed to be
safely in Vermont, where no one in our small town had ever heard of The
New Yorker, much less read my story. Millions of people, and my mother,
had taken a pronounced dislike to me.

The magazine kept no track of telephone calls, but all letters addressed
to me care of the magazine were forwarded directly to me for answering,
and all letters addressed to the magazine—some of them addressed to
Harold Ross personally; these were the most vehement—were answered at
the magazine and then the letters were sent to me in great batches, along
with carbons of the answers written at the magazine. I have all the letters
still, and if they could be considered to give any accurate cross section of
the reading public, or the reading public of The New Yorker, or even the
reading public of one issue of The New Yorker, I would stop writing now.

Judging from these letters, people who read stories are gullible, rude,
frequently illiterate, and horribly afraid of being laughed at. Many of the
writers were positive that The New Yorker was going to ridicule them in
print, and the most cautious letters were headed, in capital letters: NOT FOR
PUBLICATION or PLEASE DO NOT PRINT THIS LETTER, or, at best, THIS LETTER MAY
BE PUBLISHED AT YOUR USUAL RATES OF PAYMENT. Anonymous letters, of
which there were a few, were destroyed. The New Yorker never published
any comment of any kind about the story in the magazine, but did issue
one publicity release saying that the story had received more mail than any
piece of fiction they had ever published; this was after the newspapers had
gotten into the act, in midsummer, with a front-page story in the San Fran-
cisco Chronicle begging to know what the story meant, and a series of
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columns in New York and Chicago papers pointing out that New Yorker
subscriptions were being canceled right and left.

Curiously, there are three main themes which dominate the letters of
that first summer—three themes which might be identified as bewilder-
ment, speculation, and plain old-fashioned abuse. In the years since then,
during which the story has been anthologized, dramatized, televised, and
even—in one completely mystifying transformation—made into a ballet,
the tenor of letters I receive has changed. I am addressed more politely, as
a rule, and the letters largely confine themselves to questions like what
does this story mean? The general tone of the early letters, however, was a
kind of wide-eyed, shocked innocence. People at first were not so much
concerned with what the story meant; what they wanted to know was
where these lotteries were held, and whether they could go there and
watch....

I have frequently wondered if this last letter is a practical joke; it is cer-
tainly not impossible, although I hope not, because it is quite my favorite
letter of all "Lottery" correspondence. It was mailed to The New Yorker,
from Los Angeles, of course, and written in pencil, on a sheet of lined pa-
per torn from a pad; the spelling is atrocious.

Dear Sir:
The June 26 copy of your magazine fell into my hands in the Los Angeles

railroad station yesterday. Although I donnot read your magazine very often
I took this copy home to my folks and they had to agree with me that you
speak straitforward to your readers.

My Aunt Ellise before she became priestess of the Exalted Rollers used to
tell us a story just like "The Lottery" by Shirley Jackson. I don't know if Miss
Jackson is a member of the Exhalted Rollers but with her round stones sure
ought to be. There is a few points in her prophecy on which Aunt Ellise and
me don't agree.

The Exalted Rollers donnot believe in the ballot box but believe that the
true gospel of the redeeming light will become accepted by all when the
prophecy comes true. It does seem likely to me that our sins will bring us
punishment though a great scouraging war with the devil's toy (the atomic
bomb). I don't think we will have to sacrifice humin beings fore atonement.

Our brothers feel that Miss Jackson is a true prophet and disciple of the
true gospel of the redeeming light. When will the next revelations be
published?

Yours in the spirit.
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Of all the questions ever asked me about "Lottery," I feel that there is only
one which I can answer fearlessly and honestly, and that is the question
which closes this gentleman's letter. When will the next revelations be
published, he wants to know, and I answer roundly, never. I am out of the
lottery business for good.
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