Several short
sentences
about Writing

“No other book, old or new, is as well reasoned as this
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as entertaining or as wise. . .. Best book on writing. Ever.”

—New York Journal of Books
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“ier. in short, is what I want to tell you.

1 =ow what each sentence says,

W bzt it doesn'’t say,

A=d what it implies.

¢ these, the hardest is knowing what each sentence

sczually says.

= arst, it will help to make short sentences,

“wort enough to feel the variations in length.

L eave space between them for the things that words
gan't really say.

P4 attention to rhythm, first and last.

Smagine it this way:

e by one, each sentence takes the stage.

I savs the very thing it comes into existence to say.

T hen it leaves the stage.

~ = doesn’t help the next one up or the previous one
down.

- “oesn’t wave to its friends in the audience

"= pause to be acknowledged or applauded.
= Zoesn’t talk about what it’s saying.
= wmply says its piece and leaves the stage.

Ths isn’t the whole art of writing well.
 =n't even most of it.
S.s i's a place to begin, and to begin from again and

aEen.




SEVERAL SHORT SENTENCES ABOUT WRITING

Short sentences aren’t hard to make.
The difficulty is forcing yourself to keep them short

There are innumerable ways to write badly.

The usual way is making sentences that don’t say whi
you think they do.

Which can the reader possibly believe? Your sentences
or you?

The only link between you and the reader is the sen-

tence you're making.

There’s no sign of your intention apart from the sen-
tences themselves,

And every sentence has its own motives, its own
commitments,

Quite apart from yours.

It adheres to a set of rules—grammar, syntax, the his-
tory and customs of the language, a world of echoes
and allusions and social cues—that pay no heed to your
intentions,

If you don’t heed those rules.

It’s hard to pay attention to what your words are actu-
ally saying.

As opposed to what you mean to say or what you think
they’re saying.

Knowing what you're trying to say is always important.
But knowing what you’ve actually said is crucial.

It’s easier to tell what you're saying in a short sentence.

o been taught to believe that short sentences are
bbbl z|n_
Foely i hiest step toward writing longer sentences.
“uilike to think your education has carried you well

;o shiort sentences.

it you've been delivered into a wilderness of false

waninptions and bad habits,

\ ilesert of jargon and weak constructions, a land of
linguistic barbarism,

A place where it’s nearly impossible to write with clar-
ity or directness,

Without clichés or meaningless phrases.

I'tue, you can sound quite grown-up, quite authorita-
tive, in the manner of college professors and journalists
and experts in every field.

(You may be a college professor, a journalist, or
an expert in some field.)
How well do they write?
How much do you enjoy reading them?

You'll make long sentences again, but they’ll be short
sentences at heart.

Sentences listening for the silence around them.
Listening for their own pulse.

Here’s an experiment:

Pay attention to all the noise in your head as you go
about writing.




SEVERAL SHORT SENTENCES ABOUT WRITING

Much of it is what
which includes:
The voices of former teachers, usually uttering rules.
Rules like, “Don’t begin sentences with ‘and.’ ”

(I's okay. You can begin sentences with

“and.”)

The things everybody knows or assumes about writers
and how they work,

Whether they’re true or not,

The things you feel you must or mustn’t do, without
really knowing why.

The things that make you wonder, “Am 1 allowed
to...?”

you already know about writing,

(Yes, you're allowed to. Not forever and

always, but until you decide for yourself what works
and what doesn't.)

Write these things down—the contents of the noise in
your head as you write,

You can’t revise or discard what

2 .
you don’t consciously
recognize.

These assumptions and prohibitions and obligations
are the imprint of your education and the culture you
live in.

Distrust them.

What you don’t know about writing is also a form of
knowledge, though much harder to grasp.
Try to discern the shape of what you don’t know and

7
why you don’t know it,
Wlhenever you get a glimpse of your ignorance.
IBon't fear it or be embarrassed by it.

Acknowledge it. ’ .
What you don’t know and why you don’t know it are
information too.

Let's make a simple list from the preceding lines:

1. What you’ve been taught. , .

2. What you assume is true because you’ve heard it
repeated by others.

3. What you feel, no matter how subtle.

4. What you don’t know.

5. What you learn from your own experience.

These are the ways we know nearly everything about
the world around us. .
Keep them in mind, especially when you begin to
think about what to write and kow to write about it.

Let’s think about what you already know.

In your head, you’ll probably find two models for
writing. -

One is the familiar model taught in high school and
college—a matter of outlines and drafts and transitions
and topic sentences and argument.




