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The purpose of all the arts, including literature, is to quell boredom. People recog-
nize that it feels good o feel and that not to feel is unhealthy. “I don’t feel anything”
can be said in fear, defiance, or complaint. It is not a boast. The final absence of feel-
ing is death.

But feeling is also dangerous, and it can be deadly. Both the body and the psyche
numb themselves in the presence of pain too strong to bear. People often (healthily
and unhealthily) avoid good feelings—intimacy, power, speed, drunkenness, posses-
sion—having learned that feelings have consequences and that powerful feelings
have powerful consequences.

Literature offers feelings for which we do not have to pay. It allows us to love,
condemn, condone, hope, dread, and hate without any of the risks those feelings or-
dinarily involve. Fiction must contain ideas, which give significance to characters
and events. If the ideas are shallow or untrue, the fiction will be correspondingly
shallow or untrue. But the ideas must be experienced through or with the characters;
they must be felt or the fiction will fail also.

Much nonfiction writing, including literary criticism, also tries to persuade us to
feel one way rather than another, and some—polemics and propaganda, for exam-

ra
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ple—exhort us to feel strongly. But nonfiction works largely by means of reason and
reasoning in order to appeal to and produce emotion. Fiction tries to reproduce the
emotional impact of experience. And this is a more difficult task, because written
words are symbols representing sounds, and the sounds themselves are symbols rep-
resenting things, actions, qualities, spatial relationships, and so on. Written words
are thus ar two removes from experience. Unlike the images of film and drama,
which directly strike the eye and ear, words are transmitted first to the mind, where
they must be translated into images.

In order to move your reader, the standard advice runs, “Show, don’t tell.” This
dictum can be confusing, considering that words are all a writer has to work with.
What it means is that your job as a fiction writer is to focus attention not on the
words, which are inett, nor on the thoughts these words produce, but through these
to felt experience, where the vitality of understanding lies. There are techniques for
accomplishing this—for making narrative vivid, moving, and resonant—which can
be partly learned and always strengthened.

Significant Detail
In The Elements of Style, William Strunk, Jr., writes:

If those who have studied the art of writing are in accord on any one point, it is
on this: the surest way to arouse and hold the attention of the reader is by being
specific, definite and concrete. The greatest writers . . . are effective largely
because they deal in particulars and report the details that matter.

Specific, definite, concrete, particular details—these are the life of fiction. Details
(as every good liar knows) are the stuff of persuasiveness. Mary is sure that Ed forgot
to go pay the gas bill last Tuesday, but Ed says, “I know I went, because this old guy
in a knit vest was in front of me in the line, and went on and on about his twin
granddaughters”—and it is hard to refute a knit vest and twins even if the furnace
doesn’t work. John Gardner in The Art of Fiction speaks of details as “proofs,” rather
like those in a geometric theorem or a statistical argument. The novelist, he says,
“gives us such details about the streets, stores, weather, politics, and concerns of
Cleveland (or wherever the setting is) and such details about the looks, gestures,
and experiences of his characters that we cannot help believing that the story he
tells us is true.”

A detail is “definite” and “concrete” when it appeals to the senses. It should be
seen, heard, smelled, tasted, or touched. The most superficial survey of any bookshelf

of published fiction will turn up dozens of examples of this principle. Here is a fairly
obvious one.

It was a narrow room, with a rather high ceiling, and crowded from floor to
ceiling with goodies. There were rows and rows of hams and sausages of all
shapes and colors—white, yellow, red and black; fat and lean and round and
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long—rows of canned preserves, cocoa and tea, bright translucent glass bottles of
honey, marmalade and jam.

I stood enchanted, straining my ears and breathing in the delightful
atmosphere and the mixed fragrance of chocolate and smoked fish and earthy
truffles. I spoke into the silence, saying: “Good day” in quite a loud voice; I can
still remember how my strained, unnatural tones died away in the stillness. No
one answered. And my mouth literally began to water like a spring. One quick,
noiseless step and I was beside one of the laden tables. I made one rapturous grab
into the nearest glass urn, filled as it chanced with chocolate creams, slipped a
fistful into my coat pocket, then reached the door, and in the next second was
safely round the corner.

Thomas Mann, Confessions of Felix Krull, Confidence Man

The shape of this passage is a tour through the five senses. Mann lets us see: nar-
row room, high ceiling, hams, sausages, preserves, cocoa, tea, glass bottles, honey, mar-
malade, jam. He lets us smell: fragrance of chocolate, smoked fish, earthy truffles. He
lets us hear: “Good day,” unnatural tones, stillness. He lets us taste: mouth, water like a
spring. He lets us touch: grab, chocolate creams, slipped, fistful into my coat pocket. The
writing is alive because we do in fact live through our sense perceptions, and Mann
takes us past words and through thought to let us perceive the scene in this way.

In this process, a number of ideas not stated reverberate off the sense images, so
that we are also aware of a number of generalizations the author might have made
but does not need to make; we will make them ourselves. Mann could have had his
character “tell” us: I was quite poor, and I was not used to seeing such a profusion of food,
so that although I was very afraid there might be someone in the room and that I might be
caught stealing, I couldn't resist taking the risk.

This version would be very flat, and none of it is necessary. The character’s rela-
tive poverty is inherent in the tumble of images of sight and smell; if he were used to
such displays, his eyes and nose would not dart about as they do. His fear is inherent
in the “strained, unnatural tones” and their dying away in the stillness. His desire is
in his watering mouth, his fear in the furtive speed of “quick” and “grab” and
“slipped.”

The points to be made here are two, and they are both important. The first is that
the writer must deal in sense detail. The second is that these must be details “that
matter.” As a writer of fiction you are at constant pains not simply to say what you
mean, but to mean more than you say. Much of what you mean will be an abstrac-
tion or a judgment. But if you write in abstractions or judgments, you are writing an
essay, whereas if you let us use our senses and do our own generalizing and interpret-
ing, we will be involved as participants in a real way. Much of the pleasure of reading
comes from the egotistical sense that we are clever enough to understand. When the
author explains to us or interprets for us, we suspect that he or she doesn’t think us
bright enough to do it for ourselves.

A detail is concrete if it appeals to one of the five senses; it is significant if it also
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conveys an idea or a judgment or both. The windowsill was green is concrete, because
we can see it. The windowsill was shedding flakes of fungus-green paint is concrete and
also conveys the idea that the paint is old and suggests the judgment that the color is
ugly. The second version can also be seen more vividly.

Here is a passage from a young writer, which fails through lack of appeal to the
senses.

Debbie was a very stubborn and completely independent person and was always
doing things her way despite her parents’ efforts to get her to conform. Her
father was an executive in a dress manufacturing company and was able to afford

his family all the luxuries and comforts of life. But Debbie was completely
indifferent to her family’s afluence.

This passage contains a number of judgments we might or might not share with the
author, and she has not convinced us that we do. What constitutes stubbornness?
Independence? Indifference? Affluence? Further, since the judgments are supported
by generalizations, we have no sense of the individuality of the characters, which
alone would bring them to life on the page. What things was she always doing?
What efforts did her parents make to get her to conform? What level of executive?
Whar dress manufacturing company? What luxuries and comforts?

Debbie would wear a tank top to a tea party if she pleased, with fluorescent
earrings and ankle-strap sandals.

“Oh, sweetheart,” Mrs. Chiddister would stand in the doorway wringing her
hands. “It’s not nice.”

“Not who?” Debbie would say, and add a fringed belt.

Mr. Chiddister was Artistic Director of the Boston branch of Cardin and had
a high respect for what he called “elegant textures,” which ranged from

handwoven tweed to gold filigree, and which he willingly offered his daughter.
Debbie preferred her laminated wrist bangles.

We have not passed a final judgment on the merits of these characters, but we
know a good deal more about them, and we have drawn certain interim conclusions
thart are our own and not forced on us by the author. Debbie is independent of her
parents’ values, rather careless of their feelings, energetic, and possibly a tart. Mrs.
Chiddister is quite ineffectual. Mr. Chiddister is a snob, though perhaps Debbie’s
taste is so bad we'll end up on his side.

But maybe that isn’t at all what the author had in mind. The point is that we

weren't allowed to know what the author did have in mind. Perhaps it was more like
this version.

One day Debbie brought home a copy of Ulysses. Mrs. Strum called it “filth” and
threw it across the sunporch. Debbie knelt on the parquet and retrieved her
bookmark, which she replaced. “No, it’s not,” she said.

“You're not so old I can’t take a strap to you!” Mr. Strum reminded her.
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M. Strum was controlling stockholder of Readywear Conglomerates and was
proud of treating his family, not only on his salary, but also on his expense
account. The summer before he had justified their company on a trip to Belgium,
where they toured the American Cemetery and the torture chambers of Ghent
Castle. Entirely ungrateful, Debbie had spent the rest of the trip curled up in the
hotel with a shabby copy of some poet.

Now we have a much clearer understanding of stubbornness, independence, indif-
ference, and affluence, both their natures and the value we are to place on them. This
time our judgment is heavily weighed in Debbie’s favor—partly because people who
read books have a sentimental sympathy with people who read books—but also be-
cause we hear hysteria in “filth” and “take a strap to you,” whereas Debbie’s resis-
tance is quiet and strong. Mr. Strum’s attitude toward his expense account suggests
that he’s corrupt, and his choice of “luxuries” is morbid. The passage does contain
two overt judgments, the first being that Debbie was “entirely ungrateful.” Notice
that by the time we get to this, we’re aware that the judgment is Mr. Strum’s and
that Debbie has little enough to be grateful for. We understand not only what the
author says but also that she means the opposite of what she says, and we feel doubly
clever to get it; that is the pleasure of irony. Likewise, the judgment that the poet’s
book is “shabby” shows Mr. Strum’s crass materialism toward what we know to be
the finer things. At the very end of the passage, we are denied a detail that we might
very well be given: What poet did Debbie curl up with? Again, by this time we un-
derstand that we are being given Mr. Strum’s view of the situation and that it’s Mr.
Strum (not Debbie, not the author, and certainly not us) who wouldn’t notice the
difference between John Keats and Stanley Kunitz.

It may be objected that both rewrites of the passage are longer than the original.
Doesn’t “adding” so much detail make for long writing? The answer is yes and no.
No, because in the rewrites we know so much more about the values, activities,
lifestyles, attitudes, and personalities of the characters that it would take many times
the length of the original to “tell” it all in generalizations. Yes, in the sense that de-
tail requires words, and if you are to realize your characters through detail, then you
must be careful to select the details that convey the characteristics essential to our
understanding. You can’t convey a whole person, or a whole action, or everything
there is to be conveyed about a single moment of a single day. You must select the
significant.

No amount of concrete detail will move us unless it also implicitly suggests mean-
ing and value. Following is a passage that fails, not through lack of appeal to the
senses, but through lack of significance.

Terry Landon, a handsome young man of twenty-two, was six foot four and
broad-shouldered. He had medium-length thick blond hair and a natural tan,
which set off the blue of his intense and friendly long-lashed eyes.

Here we have a good deal of sensory information, but we still know very little
about Terry. There are so many broad-shouldered twenty-two-year-olds in the world,
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so many blonds, and so on. This sort of cataloging of characteristics suggests an all-
points bulletin: Male Caucasian, medium height, dark hair, last seen wearing gray rain-
coat. Such a description may help the police locate a suspect in a crowd, but the
assumption is that the identity of the person is not known. As an author you want us
to know the character individually and immediately.

The fact is that all our ideas and judgments are formed through our sense percep-
tions, and daily, moment by moment, we receive information that is not merely sen-
suous in this way. Four people at a cocktail party may do nothing but stand and
nibble canapés and may talk nothing but politics and the latest films. But you feel
perfectly certain that X is furious at Y, who is flirting with Z, who is wounding Q,
who is trying to comfort X. You have only your senses to observe with. How do you
reach these conclusions? By what gestures, glances, tones, touches, choices of words?

It may be that this constant emphasis on judgment makes the author, and the
reader, seem opinionated or self-righteous. “ want to present my characters objec-
tively/neutrally. ’m not making any value judgments. | want the reader to make up
his or her own mind.” This can be a legitimate position, and the whole school of ex-
perimental French fiction, the nouveau roman, strives to be wholly objective and to
eschew the judgmental. But this is a highly sophisticated form, and writing such fic-
tion entails a difficulty and a danger. The difficulty arises because human beings are
constantly judging: How was the film? He seemed friendly. What a boring class! Do you
like it here? What did you think of them? That's kind of you. Which do you want? I'm not
convinced. She’s very thin. That's fascinating. I'm so clumsy. You're gorgeous tonight. Life
is cragy, isn’t it?

The danger results from the fact that when we are not passing such judgments, it’s
because we aren’t much interested; we are indifferent. Although you may not want
to sanctify or damn your characters, you do want us to care about them, and if you
refuse to direct our judgment, you may be inviting our indifference. Usually, when
you “don’t want us to judge,” you mean that you want our feelings to be mixed, para-
doxical, complex. She’s horribly irmitating, but it’s not her fault. He’s sexy, but there’s
something cold about it underneath. If this is what you mean, then you must direct our
judgment in both or several directions, not in ne direction.

Even a character who doesn’t exist except as a type or function will come to life if
presented through significant detail, as in this example from The Right Stuff by Tom
Wolfe.

The matter mustn’t be bungled!—that’s the idea. No, a man should bring the
news when the time comes, a man with some official or moral authority, a
clergyman or a comrade of the newly deceased. Furthermore, he should bring the
bad news in person. He should turn up at the front door and ring the bell and be

standing there like a pillar of coolness and competence, bearing the bad news on
ice, like a fish.

For a character who is just “a man,” we have a remarkably clear image of this per-
sonage! Notice how Wolfe moves us from generalization toward sharpness of image,
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gradually bringing the nonexistent character into focus. First he has only a gender,
then a certain abstract quality, “authority”; then a distinct role, “a clergyman or a
comrade.” Then he appears “in person” at the front door, then acts, ringing the
doorbell. Finally, his quality is presented to us in the sharp focus of similes that also
suggest his deadly message: pillar, ice, fish.

In the following paragraph from Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway, we are intro-
duced to an anonymous crowd and four other characters, none of whom we ever see
again.

The crush was terrific for the time of day. Lords, Ascort, Hurlingham, what was
it? she wondered, for the street was blocked. The British middle classes sitting
sideways on the tops of omnibuses with parcels and umbrellas, yes, even furs on a
day like this, were, she thought, more ridiculous, more unlike anything there has
ever been than one could conceive; and the Queen herself held up; the Queen
herself unable to pass. Clarissa was suspended on one side of Brook Street; Sir
John Buckhurst, the old Judge on the other, with the car between them (Sir
John had laid down the law for years and liked a well-dressed woman) when the
chauffeur, leaning ever so slightly, said or showed something to the policeman,
who saluted and raised his arm and jerked his head and moved the omnibus to
the side and the car passed through.

The whole range of British class and class consciousness is conveyed in this brief
passage through the use of significant detail. Clarissa’s wry attitude toward the
British middle classes is given credence by the fussiness of “parcels and umbrellas”
and the pretension of “furs on a day like this.” The judge’s aristocratic hauteur is car-
ried in the clichés he would use, “laid down the law” and “liked a well-dressed
woman.” That the Queen’s chauffeur is described as leaning “ever so slightly” shows
his consciousness of his own position’s superiority to that of the policeman, who
“saluted” him but then exercises his own brand of authority as he “jerked his head”
to order the traffic about. Only the Queen is characterized by no detail of object or
action, and that she is not emphasizes her royal remoteness: “the Queen herself, the
Queen herself.”

The point is not that an author must never express an idea, quality, or judgment.
In the foregoing passages from Mann, Wolfe, and Woolf, each author uses several
generalizations: I stood enchanted, delightful atmosphere; the matter mustn’t be bungled,
coolness and competence; the crush was terrific, more unlike anything there has ever been
than one could conceive. The point is that in order to carry the felt weight of fiction,
these abstractions must be realized through an appeal to the senses. It is in the de-
tails that they live.

Filtering

John Gardner, in The Art of Fiction, points out that in addition to the faults of insuf-
ficient detail and excessive use of abstraction, there’s a third failure.
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. .. the needless filtering of the image through some observing consciousness.
The amateur writes: “Turning, she noticed two snakes fighting in among the
rocks.” Compare: “She turned. In among the rocks, two snakes were fighting.”
(The improvement can of course be further improved. The phrase “two snakes
were fighting” is more abstract than, say, “two snakes whipped and lashed,
striking at each other”; and verbs with auxiliaries “were fighting” are never as
sharp in focus as verbs without auxiliaries, since the former indicate indefinite
time, whereas the latter e.g., “fought,” suggest a given instant.) Generally
speaking—though no laws are absolute in fiction—vividness urges that almost
every occurrence of such phrases as “she noticed” and “she saw” be suppressed in
favor of direct presentation of the thing seen.

The filter is a common fault and often difficult to recognize—although once the
principle is grasped, it's a cheeringly easy means to more vivid writing. As a fiction
writer you will often, perhaps almost always, be working through “some observing
consciousness.” When you leave that consciousness and ask us to observe the ob-
server, in effect you rip us minutely out of the scene. You start to tell-not-show and
consequently get in our line of sight. Here, for example, is a student passage quite
competent except for the filtering:

Mrs. Blair made her way to the chair by the window and sank gratefully into it.
She looked out the window and there, across the street, she saw the ivory BMW
parked in front of the fire plug once more. It seemed to her, though, that
something was wrong with it. She noticed that it was listing slightly toward the
back and side, and then saw that the back rim was resting almost on the asphalt.

Remove the filters from this paragraph and we are allowed to stay in Mrs. Blair’s con-
sciousness, watching with her eyes, sharing understanding as it unfolds for her:

Mrs. Blair made her way to the chair by the window and sank gratefully into it.
Across the street the ivory BMW was parked in front of the fire plug again.
Something was wrong with it, though. It was listing toward the back and side,
the back rim resting almost on the asphalt.

A similar filtering occurs when the writer chooses to begin a flashback and mis-
takenly supposes that the reader is not clever enough to follow this technique with-
out a guiding transition:

Mrs. Blair thought back to the time that she and Henry had owned an ivory car,
though it had been a Chevy. She remembered clearly that it had a hood shaped
like a sugar scoop, and chrome bumpers that stuck out a foot front and back.
And there was that funny time, she recalled, when Henry had to change the flat
tire on Alligator Alley, and she’d thought the alligators would come up out of
the swamp.
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Just as the present scene will be more present to the reader without a filter, so we will
be taken more thoroughly back to the time of the mermory without a filter:

She and Henry had owned an ivory car once, though it had been a Chevy, with
a hood shaped like a sugar scoop and chrome bumpers that stuck out a foot front
and back. And there was that funny time Henry had to change the flat tire on
Alligator Alley, and she’d thought the alligators would come up out of the
swamp.

Observe that the pace of the reading is improved by the removal of the filters—at
least partly, literally, because one or two lines of type have been removed.

The Active Voice

If your prose is to be vigorous as well as vivid, if your characters are to be people who
do rather than people to whom things are done, if your descriptions are to “come to
life,” you must make use of the active voice.

The active voice occurs when the subject of a sentence performs the action de-
scribed by the verb of thar sentence: She spilled the milk. When the passive voice is
used, the object of the active verb becomes the subject of the passive verb: The milk
was spilled by her. The passive voice is more indirect than the active; the subject is
acted upon rather than acting, and the effect is to weaken the prose and to distance
the reader from the action.

The passive voice does have an important place in fiction, precisely because it ex-
presses a sense that the character is being acted upon. If a prison guard is kicking the
hero, then I was slammed into the wall; I was struck blindingly from behind and forced to
the floor appropriately carries the sense of his helplessness.

In general, you should seek to use the active voice in all prose and use the passive
only when the actor is unknown or insignificant or when you want to achieve spe-
cial stylistic effects like the one above.

But there is one other common grammatical construction that is in effect passive
and can distance the reader from a sense of immediate experience. The verbs that
we learn in school to call linking verbs are effectively passive because, as Gardner
points out in the quotation on filtering, these verbs with auxiliaries suggest an indef-
inite time and are never “as sharp in focus” as active verbs. Further, they invite com-
plements that tend to be generalized or judgmental: Her hair was beautiful. He was
very happy. The room seemed expensively furnished. They became morose. Let her hair
bounce, tumble, cascade, or swing; we'll see better. Let him laugh, leap, cry, or hug a
tree; we'll experience his joy.

The following is a passage with very little action, nevertheless made vital by the
use of active verbs:

At Mixt she neither drinks nor eats. Each of the sisters furtively stares at her as
she tranquilly sits in post-Communion meditation with her hands immersed in
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her habit. Lectio has been halted for the morming, so there is only the Great
Silence and the tinks of cutlery, but handsigns are being traded as the sisters lard
their hunks of bread or fold and ring their dinner napkins. When the prioress
stands, all rise up with her for the blessing, and then Sister Aimee gives Mariette
the handsigns. You, infirmary.

Ron Hansen, Mariette in Ecstasy

Here, though the action is minimal, it would be inappropriate to suggest lifelessness
or lack of will, so a number of the verbs suggest suppressed power: stares, sits, lard,
fold, ring, stands, rise, gives.

Compare the first passage about Debbie with the rewrite (page 56). In the gener-
alized original we have was stubborn, was doing things, was executive, was able, was in-
different. Apart from the compound verb was doing, all these are linking verbs. In the
rewrite the characters brought, called, threw, knelt, retrieved, replaced, said, reminded,
Justified, toured, spent, and curled up. What energetic people! The rewrite contains
two linking verbs: Mr. Strum was stockholder and was proud; these properly represent
static states, a position and an attitude.

One beneficial side effect of active verbs is that they tend to call forth significant
details. If you say “she was shocked,” you are telling us; but if you are to show us that
she was shocked through an action, you are likely to have to search for an image as
well. “She clenched the arm of the chair so hard that her knuckles whitened.”
Clenched and whitened actively suggest shock, and at the same time we see her
knuckles on the arm of the chair.

To be is the most common of the linking verbs and also the most overused, but all
the linking verbs invite generalization and distance. To feel, to seem, to look, to ap-
bear, to experience, to express, to show, to demonstrate, to convey, to display—all these
suggest in fiction that the character is being acted upon or observed by someone
rather than doing something. She felt happy/sad/amused/mortified does not convince
us. We want to see her and infer her emotion for ourselves. He very clearly conveyed
his displeasure. It isn’t clear to us. How did he convey it? To whom?

Most linking verbs have active as well as effectively passive senses, and it is im-
portant to distinguish between them. She felt sad is effectively passive, but she felt his
forehead is an action. If the magician appeared, he is acting; but if he appeared annoyed,
then the verb is a linking verb, and the only action implied is that of the observer
who perceives this.

Linking verbs, like the passive voice, can appropriately convey a sense of passiv-
ity or helplessness when that is the desired effect. Notice that in the passage by
Mann quoted earlier in this chapter, where Felix Krull is momentarily stunned by
the sight of the food before him, linking verbs are used: It was a narrow room, there
were rows and rows, while all the colors and shapes buffet his senses. Only as he grad-
ually recovers can he stand, breathe, speak, and eventually grab.

In the following excerpt from Lawrence Durrell’s Justine, Melissa is trapped into a
ride she doesn’t want, and we feel her passivity with her while the car and the head-
lights take all the power.
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Melissa was afraid now. She was aghast at what she had done. There was no
way of refusing the invitation. She dressed in her shabby best and carrying

her fatigue like a heavy pack followed Selim to the great car which stood in
deep shadow. She was helped in beside Nessim. They moved off slowly into
the dense crepuscular evening of an Alexandria which, in her panic, she no
longer recognized. They scouted a sea turned to sapphire and turned inland,
folding up the slum, toward Mareotis and the bituminous slag-heaps of Mex

where the pressure of the headlights now peeled off layer after layer of the
darkness.

Was afraid, was aghast, was no way, was helped in—all imply Melissa’s impotence.
The active verbs that apply specifically to her either express weakness (she followed)
or are negated (no longer recognized); the most active thing she can manage is to
dress. In contrast, the “great car” stands, and it is inside and under the power of the
car that they move off, scout, turn, and fold up; it is the headlights that peel off.

I don’t mean to suggest either that Durrell is deliberately using a linking verb
here, the passive or the active voice there, or that as an author you should analyze
your grammar as you go along. Most word choice is instinctive, and instinct is often
the best guide. I do mean to suggest that you should be aware of the vigor and variety
of available verbs, and that if a passage lacks energy, it may be because your instinct
has let you down. How often are things or are they acted upon, when they could
more forcefully do?

A note of caution about active verbs: Make sparing use of what John Ruskin
called the “pathetic fallacy”—the attributing of human emotions to natural and
man-made objects. Even a description of a static scene can be invigorated if the
houses stand, the streets wander, and the trees bend. But if the houses frown, the
streets stagger drunkenly, and the trees weep, we will feel more strain than energy in
the writing.

Prose Rhythm

Novelists and short-story writers are not under the same obligation as poets to rein-
force sense with sound. In prose, on the whole, the rhythm is all right if it isn’t
clearly wrong. But it can be wrong if, for example, the cadence contradicts the
meaning; on the other hand, thythm can greatly enhance the meaning if it is sensi-
tively used.

The river moved slowly. It seemed sluggish. The surface lay flat. Birds circled
lazily overhead. Jon’s boat slipped forward.

In this extreme example, the short, clipped sentences and their parallel structures—
subject, verb, modifier—work against the sense of slow, flowing movement. The
rthythm could be effective if the character whose eyes we’re using is not appreciating
or sharing the calm; otherwise it needs recasting.



64 SEEING IS BELIEVING

The surface lay flat on the sluggish, slow-moving river, and the birds circled
lazily overhead as Jon's boat slipped forward.

There is nothing very striking about the rhythm of this version, but at least it moves
forward without obstructing the flow of the river.

The first impression I had as I stopped in the doorway of the immense City
Room was of extreme rush and bustle, with the reporters moving rapidly back
and forth in the long aisles in order to shove their copy at each other or making
frantic gestures as they shouted into their many telephones.

This long and leisurely sentence cannot possibly provide a sense of rush and bus-
tle. The phrases need to move as fast as the reporters; the verbiage must be pared
down because it slows them down.

I'stopped in the doorway. The City Room was immense, teporters rushing down
the aisles, shoving copy at each other, bustling back again, flinging gestures,
shouting into telephones.

The poet Rolfe Humphries remarked that “very is the least very word in the
language.” It is frequently true that adverbs expressing emphasis or suddenness—
extremely, rapidly, suddenly, phenomenally, quickly, immediately, instantly, definitely, ter-
ribly, awfully—slow the sentence down so as to dilute the force of the intended
meaning. “‘It’s a very nice day,’” said Humphries, “is not as nice a day as ‘It’s a day!"”
Likewise, “They stopped very abruptly” is not as abrupt as “They stopped.”

The rhythm of an action can be imitated by the thythm of a sentence in a rich
variety of ways. In the previous example, simplifying the clauses helped create a
sense of rush. James Joyce, in the short story “The Dead,” structures a long sentence
with a number of prepositional phrases so that it carries us headlong.

Lily, the caretaker’s daughter, was literally run off her feet. Hardly had she
brought one gentleman into the little pantry behind the office on the ground
floor and helped him off with his overcoat than the wheezy hall-door bell
clanged and she had to scamper along the bare hallway to let in another
guest.

Lily’s haste is largely created by beginning the sentence, “Hardly had she brought,”
so that we anticipate the clause that will finish the meaning, “than the bell
clanged.” Our anticipation forces us to scamper like Lily through the intervening
actions.

Not only action but also character can be revealed and reinforced by sensitive use
of thythm. In Tillie Olsen’s “Tell Me a Riddle,” half a dozen grown children of a cou-
ple who have been married for forty-seven years ask each other what, after all this
time, could be tearing their parents apart. The narrative answers:
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Something tangible enough.

Arthritic hands, and such work as he got, occasional. Poverty all his life, and
there was little breath left for running. He could not, could not turn away from
this desire: to have the troubling of responsibility, the fretting with money, over
and done with; to be free, to be carefree where success was not measured by
accumulation, and there was use for the vitality still in him.

The old man’s anguished irritability is conveyed by syncopation, the syntax
wrenched, clauses and qualifiers erupting out of what would be their natural place in
the sentence, just as they would erupt in the man’s mind. Repetition conveys his
frustration: “He could not, could not” and “to be free, to be carefree.”

Just as action and character can find an echo in prose thythm, so it is possible to
help us experience a character’s emotions and attitudes through control of the starts
and stops of prose tempo. In the following passage from Persuasion, Jane Austen
combines generalization, passive verbs, and a staccato speech pattern to produce a
kind of breathless blindness in the heroine.

. .. a thousand feelings rushed on Anne, of which this was the most consoling,
that it would soon be over. And it was soon over. In two minutes after Charles’s
preparation, the others appeared; they were in the drawing room. Her eye half
met Captain Wentworth’s, a bow, a courtesy passed; she heard his voice: he
talked to Mary, said all that was right, said something to the Miss Musgroves,
enough to mark an easy footing; the room seemed full, full of persons and voices,
but a few minutes ended it.

Sometimes a contrast in rhythm can help reinforce a contrast in characters, ac-
tions, attitudes, and emotions. In this passage from Frederick Busch’s short story
“Company,” a woman whose movements are relatively confined watches her hus-
band move, stop, and move again.

Every day did not start with Vince awake that early, dressing in the dark, moving
with whispery sounds down the stairs and through the kitchen, out into the
autumn morning while groundfog lay on the milkweed burst open and on the
stumps of harvested corn. But enough of them did.

[ went to the bedroom window to watch him hunt in a business suit.

He moved with his feet in the slowly stirring fog, moving slowly himself
with the rifle held across his body and his shoulders stiff. Then he stopped in a
frozen watch for woodchucks. His stillness made the fog look faster as it blew
across our field behind the bam. Vince stood. He waited for something to shoot.
I went back to bed and lay between our covers again. 1 heard the bolt click.
heard the unemphatic shot, and then the second one, and after a while his feet on
the porch, and soon the rush of water, the rattle of the pots on top of the stove,
and later his feet again, and the car starting up as he left for work an hour before

he had to.
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The long opening sentence is arranged in a series of short phrases to move Vince
forward. By contrast, “But enough of them did” comes abruptly, its abruptness as well
as the sense of the words suggesting the woman’s alienation. When Vince starts off
again more slowly, the repetition of “moved, slowly stirring, moving slowly,” slows
down the sentence to match his strides. “Vince stood” again stills him, but the au-
thor also needs to convey that Vince stands for a long time, waiting, so we have the
repetitions “he stopped, his stillness, Vince stood. He waited.” As his activity speeds
up again, the tempo of the prose speeds up with another series of short phrases, of
which only the last is drawn out with a dependent clause, “as he left for work an
hour before he had to,” so that we feel the retreat of the car in the distance. Notice
that Busch chooses the phrase “the rush of water,” not the flow or splash of water, as
the sentence and Vince begin to rush. Here, meaning reinforces a tempo that, in
turn, reinforces meaning.

“The Things They Carried” by Tim O’Brien at the end of this chapter demon-
strates a range of thythms with a rich variation of effects. Here is one:

The things they carried were largely determined by necessity. Among the
necessities or near-necessities were P-38 can openers, pocket knives, heat tabs,
wristwatches, dog tags, mosquito repellent, chewing gum, candy, cigarettes, salt
tablets, packets of Kool-Aid, lighters, matches, sewing kits, Military Payment
Certificates, C rations, and two or three canteens of water. Together, these items
weighed between 15 and 20 pounds . . .

In this passage the piling of items one on the other has the effect of loading the men
down (poets will recognize iambic meter in the list of goods), and at the same time
increasingly suggests the thythm of their marching as they “hump” their stuff. Simi-
lar lists through the story create a rhythmic thread, while variations and stoppages
undetlie shifts of emotion and sudden crises.

Mechanics

Significant derail, the active voice, and prose rhythm are techniques for achieving
the sensuous in fiction, means of taking the reader past the words and the thought to
feeling and experience. None is of much use if the reader’s eye is wrenched back to
the surface; for that reason a word or two ought to be said here about the mechanics
of the written language.

Spelling, grammar, and punctuation are a kind of magic; their purpose is to be in-
visible. If the sleight of hand works, we will not notice a comma or a quotation mark
but will translate each instantly into a pause or an awareness of voice; we will not
focus on the individual letters of a word but extract its sense whole. When the me-
chanics are incorrectly used, the trick is revealed and the magic fails; the reader’s
focus is shifted from the story to its surface. The reader is irritated at the author, and
of all the emotions the reader is willing to experience, irritation at the author is not
one.

There is no intrinsic virtue in standardized mechanics, and you can depart from
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them whenever you produce an effect that adequately compensates for the attention
called to the surface. But only then. Unlike the techniques of narrative, the rules of
spelling, grammar, and punctuation can be coldly learned anywhere in the English-
speaking world—and they should be learned by anyone who aspires to write. Poor
mechanics read instant amateurism to an editor. Perhaps a demonstrated genius can
get away with sloppy mechanics, but in that case some other person must be hired to
fill in. Since ghostwriters and editors are likely to be paid more per hour for their
work than the author, this would constitute a heavy drain on the resources of those
who publish fiction.

The Things They Carried
TIM O’BRIEN rd

Fifs¢ Lieutenant Jimmy Cross carried letters from a girl ;@med Martha, a junior at
Sebastian College in New Jersey. They were nef love letters, but Lieutenant
Cross wax hoping, so he kept them folded in plastic 4t the bottom of his rucksack. In
the late aftgrnoon, after a day’s march, he would dig his foxhole, wash his hands
under a cantden, unwrap the letters, hold themyAvith the tips of his fingers, and spend
the last hour of Yight pretending. He would ishagine romantic camping trips into the
White Mountainsg New Hampshire. Hq,«{vould sometimes taste the envelope flaps,
knowing her tongue had been there. Mpfe than anything, he wanted Martha to love
him as he loved her, bul\the letters were mostly chatty, elusive on the matter of love.
She was a virgin, he was akpost sure: She was an English major at Mount Sebastian,
and she wrote beautifully abdyt hér professors and roommates and midterm exams,
about her respect for Chaucer her great affection for Virginia Woolf. She often
quoted lines of poetry; she neyer mnrioned the war, except to say, Jimmy, take care
of yourself. The letters we;éhed 10 dynces. They were signed Love, Martha, but
Lieutenant Cross understobd that Love Was only a way of signing and did not mean
what he sometimes pret¢nded it meant. ANJusk, he would carefully return the let-
ters to his rucksack. Slowly, a bit distracted, B¢ would get up and move among his
men, checking the perimeter, then at full darkN\ge would return to his hole and

toothbrush, dental floss, and several hotel-sized bars of soap he'd stolen on R&R
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