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1.

A Pedant’s Apology

Or why I wrote this book

First I write a sentence. I get a tickle of an idea for how the words might come together, like an angler feeling a tug on the rod’s line. Then I sound out the sentence in my head. Then I tap it on my keyboard, trying to recall its shape. Then I look at it and say it aloud, to see if it sings. Then I tweak, rejig, shave off a syllable, swap a word for a phrase or a phrase for a word. Then I sit it next to other sentences to see how it behaves in company. And then I delete it all and start again.

If there were a pie chart that divided up my time on earth, the coloured slice that covers writing sentences would be the biggest, apart from the one that covers the thing everyone does: sleeping. I don’t count how much writing I have done each day, but if I did I wouldn’t count words, I’d count sentences. Sentences are my core output, the little widgets I make in my workshop of words. It helps to think of it like this, as just cranking out a daily quota of sentences, instead of being a writer, which feels like a claim that will need to be stamped and approved. I write maybe three and a half thousand sentences a year. Is this too many, or not enough, or about right? I have no idea. I write one sentence, then another, and repeat until done. I don’t know when done is.

Some writers claim to have sentences in their heads hollering to get out. Flaubert wrote that he was ‘itching’ with them. These writers just seem to have a knack for putting words into right-seeming order, as if it were a skill as randomly allotted as being able to wiggle one’s ears. Not me. But I can spot a good tune when I hear it. I know what a good sentence looks and sounds like, so that when I come across one in my own writing I have the good sense not to delete it but to try and replicate it. Having only minor gifts has its compensations. It has forced me to think hard about how words join up and why some sentences work better than others. A nightingale has no idea why such a bewitching noise emerges from its throat; a human nightingale impersonator must parse every note.

I may give more time to them than most people do, but we are all of us, of school age and older, in the sentences game. Sentences are our writing commons, the shared ground where every writer walks. A poet works with them, but so does the unsung author who came up with Items trapped in doors cause delays or Store in a cool, dry place. Every kind of writer writes in sentences. Even the most clueless or careless strew their writing with capital letters and full stops, in the hope that they will turn what lies between them into this universal currency. By learning to make sentences, we learn not just about writing but about everything. The sentence is where we make the briefest of senses out of this mad, beautiful, befuddling mess: life.

•

In 1940 a soon-to-retire Cambridge maths don called G. H. Hardy published a defence of his life’s work. His field was the purest form of mathematics, number theory, and his book was meant to be a mea culpa for spending his life on something of no practical use that few people would ever understand. In fact, although he called it A Mathematician’s Apology, it was not very apologetic.

Hardy declared that maths had given him his life’s ‘one great permanent happiness’, and that, when the world was immolating itself in war, it offered a consolingly parallel universe of spare, numbered beauty. Applied maths, the kind that could compute the dimensions of the Forth Bridge or the reach of a radio transmitter, he decried as ‘trivial’. Real maths, he thought, bypassed the world in pursuit of pure abstraction. It was useful only rarely and never on purpose. Like Einstein, Hardy felt above all that equations should be beautiful. ‘A mathematician, like a painter or a poet,’ he wrote, ‘is a maker of patterns.’

A mathematical equation and a written sentence have much in common. Both rely on symmetry and balance, often asserting a connection between the seemingly different. Both explain reality in as elegantly concise a form as they can. Both reduce randomness to inevitability, their equals signs or clauses falling into place with a rightness that renders the inchoate and incoherent suddenly clear. Both tell us something about the world outside themselves – but both also swim in their own kind of beauty.

Pure mathematicians, like Hardy, have long debated whether advances in their field are invented or discovered. Is an elegant equation a piece of human handiwork, or the unearthing of an eternal reality that was there before some fortunate human chanced upon it? The same question might be asked of an elegant sentence, which seems to sit somewhere in this Tom Tiddler’s ground between invention and discovery. Like an elegant equation, it has floated free of its maker and feels inevitable. It came out of a single mind but now belongs to the world.

Fixating on how a sentence looks and sounds, finding the right fit between the thought you want to express and the form it fits inside, can seem as removed from the real world as G. H. Hardy’s mathematics. More so, perhaps, because, as Hardy wrote, human languages die but numbers live for ever. To care about sentences as Hardy did about maths, you must feel about them the way that he felt about numbers. In other words, you must know that, even as they try to explain and account for the world, nothing lies behind them but their own artifice.

•

Hardy’s book has been an unlikely inspiration for mine. For this is a book of sentences written in praise of writing sentences. I want it not to school but to hearten, embolden and galvanize the reader – who is almost always, in some way, a writer. I hope it will say something useful about how to write a sentence and put it alongside other sentences. But really it is about why it is worth taking pains over a sentence, in a world where everyone seems to be speaking at once and finishing each other’s sentences for them.

A lesson works best when it doesn’t feel like one, when it feels instead like an attempt to repay the favour that was once done to the teacher – in my case, by the writers of other sentences that have instructed me in and delighted me into writing my own. So this book is not a style guide, if that means a series of prescriptions and proscriptions. But perhaps it is a style guide by stealth: one that tries to show what it wants to teach, or to show instead of teaching.

I was going to call it A Pedant’s Apology – a mea culpa for spending my life worrying about something as small and minor-seeming as the sentence. But I am not sure I quite cut it as a pedant. Like most of my generation, my knowledge of grammar is a patchwork, sewn over many years and with thousands of holes in it.

I am still baffled by those sentence diagrams with the subject on the left and the verb on the right of a horizontal line, and modifiers veering off like motorway slip roads. However hard I try, I cannot link them in my head to actual sentences, the ones that are just a deceptively simple line of words. One of my sixth-form teachers told us that sentence diagrams were as vital to the study of sentences as skeletons were to a medical student studying anatomy. If she was right, then I will never be a doctor of writing. I scrabble my way through my own sentences on hunches and happenstance.

But then I remind myself that the English sentence belongs to everyone, not just those who like to police other people’s use of it. I dislike writing advice that worries only about the sameness of surface features and that minds more about meticulousness than music. The literal meaning of meticulous is ‘being careful out of fear’. Fear feels like the wrong feeling with which to start making sentences. For me it is not the veneration of rules but care for word choice and order that counts. If you get those right then all the rest of it, from dangling modifiers to Oxford commas, will solve itself or cease to matter.

And yet they do say that poets are pedants in disguise (or is it the other way round?). Even poets with a shaky grip on grammar care about where a comma falls or a full stop comes to rest. They know that it adds not just to the meaning of a line but to its music. For those of us who cannot do number theory, the sentence might be as near as we ever get to orchestrating beauty. A modest beauty, perhaps, which is all a sentence can aim at, but beauty all the same – one that turns the everyday words everyone uses into hard little jewels that glint and gleam together. If this is pedantry, then I plead guilty.

•

No one can agree on what a sentence is. The safest definition is typographic. A sentence starts with a capital letter and ends with a full stop – except that some start with quote marks, and some end with question or exclamation marks, so that doesn’t quite work. Let’s try again. A sentence is the largest domain over which the rules of grammar have dominion. Thus it stands grammatically apart from the sentences around it. Except when it is a fragment that hangs over from the last sentence as an afterthought. Or that briefly sets a scene, like every sentence of the shipping forecast. Occasional gales. Fog patches. Mainly moderate.

A sentence is a small, sealed vessel for holding meaning. It delivers some news – an assertion, command or question – about the world. Every sentence needs a subject, which is a noun or noun phrase, and a predicate, which is just the bit of the sentence that isn’t the subject and that must have a main verb. The subject is usually (but not always) what the sentence is about and the predicate is usually (but not always) what happens to the subject or what it is. This [subject] is a sentence [predicate]. A sentence must have a subject and a main verb, except when it leaves out one or both of them because their presence is implied. OK?

A sentence can be a single word, or it can stretch into infinity, because more words can be piled on to a main clause for ever. The Czech writer Bohumil Hrabal wrote a whole novel (Dancing Lessons for the Advanced in Age) containing just one sentence. But he said that his comic sensibility was shaped by a short one he once read on a dry cleaner’s receipt: Some stains can be removed only by the destruction of the material itself. Marcel Proust, who in The Captive wrote a 447-word sentence about a sofa, said that he wanted to ‘weave these long silks as I spin them’ and to ‘encircle the truth with a single – even if long and sinuous – stroke’. For Proust, a sentence traced an unbroken line of thought. Cutting it in two broke the line. Depending on its line of thought, a sentence can be a tiny shard of sense or a Proustian demi-world, brought to life and lit up with words.

For Henry David Thoreau, the sentence was the harvest gleaned in a writer’s brain. ‘The fruit a thinker bears is sentences,’ he wrote in his journal. For Marianne Moore, the sentence exerted a pull on her ‘as the pull of a fabric is governed by gravity’. For James Baldwin, the one true goal was ‘to write a sentence as clean as a bone’. For John Cheever, ‘every sentence is an innovation’, something never thought, never mind said, in quite that way before. For Annie Dillard, the sentence is a writer’s true medium, and a writer with no feel for the sentence is not a writer, because that would be like being a painter who could not bear the smell of paint. For Gary Lutz, the sentence is our ‘one true theater of endeavor’. For Maggie Nelson, the sentence is something to ‘labor grimly on … wondering all the while if prose is but the gravestone marking the forsaking of wildness’. For John Banville, the sentence is ‘this essential piece of our humanness … our greatest invention’.

Skilled writers write in sentences – not because sentences are what we all write in (although they are), but because they write small. They see the sentence as the ur-unit, the granular element that must be got right or nothing will be right. Their books, however long they become, are gatherings of sentences. Scientists at the Institute of Nuclear Physics in Kraków analysed more than a hundred classic works by authors such as Dickens, Joyce and Beckett, and found that the sentences behaved like a mathematical multifractal: a structure whose smallest part resembles its whole. The best writing is self-consistent. It sounds as if it comes from the same breathing body standing in the same place, rather as wine from a certain terroir is said to have, from its climate and soil, a taste irreplicable anywhere else. What special terroir makes a piece of writing irreplicable? Its sentences.

Birdwatchers swear they can spot a bird from its jizz. The word’s origins are unknown, but some think it derives from aircraft reconnaissance in wartime and is short for ‘general impression, size and shape’. A bird’s jizz means that a skilled birder can tell you the breed even if it is just a blur flying past in the dusk. A writer’s voice is like that too, perhaps. A skilled reader can spot it from a single sentence flashing by.

•

A sentence is more than its meaning. It is a line of words where logic and lyric meet – a piece of both sense and sound, even if that sound is heard only in the head. Things often thought to be peculiar to poetry – metre, rhythm, music – are there in prose as well, or should be. When John Betjeman began a BBC radio talk with the sentence ‘We came to Looe by unimportant lanes’, he must have known it sounded better than ‘We drove to Looe via the minor roads.’ His version is ten syllables with the stress on each second syllable: a perfect iambic pentameter.

Some writers map their sentences metrically, marking the stressed and unstressed syllables with scansion marks as if notating a musical score. Some even work out the stresses before they fill in the words. The rest of us just have a foggy sense that a sentence needs an extra beat. But we still know that a sentence is not just what it says but how it says it. Robert Frost called this its ‘sound of sense’, the emotional truth you could grasp even if you heard the sentence spoken by a muffled voice in another room. Here, he felt, beneath the mere grammatical obedience, were ‘the brute tones of our human throat that may once have been all our meaning’.

Rookie sentence writers are often too busy worrying about the something they are trying to say to worry enough about how that something looks and sounds. They look straight past the words into the meaning that they have strong-armed into them. They fasten on content and forget about form – forgetting that content and form are the same thing, that what a sentence says is how it says it, and vice versa.

Rhythm is so basic to language that it does not need to be taught. You can correct a child’s syntax and pronunciation, but if they have no feel for the rhythms of speech, they will not sound human. The rhythm of English stresses certain syllables within each word and certain words within each sentence. It makes us linger on nouns, adjectives and verbs and skip lightly over pronouns, conjunctions and prepositions. Hence we will never love the automated sentences of satnavs and public address systems, with their random rise and fall.

Rhythm is the song of life. The syllabic stress patterns of speech sync up with the heartbeat we hear in the womb, the pulses of air in the lungs, the strides of walking and running. Beating a rhythm is our first music, the joyous reflex that makes us tap feet, drum fingers and clap hands. To the young man carrying a pair of battered drumsticks everywhere in his back pocket, or the musicians of remote tribes who commandeer a river as a drum kit, their hands working up pops and thuds on the water as beatboxers do with their voices, the rhythmic urge must be obeyed. The music critic Ian Penman, writing about Grace Jones, called rhythm ‘song’s manacle and its demonic charge … the original breath … the whisper of unremitting demand’.

Rhythm holds meaning. Great orators make the rhythm of the words resound in our brains and bones before we work out what they have said. The rhythm wins us over – is ‘proved upon our pulses’, as Keats put it – and then the sense catches up. I like to hear sentences read aloud, in public readings in echoey halls, or audiobooks coming through my earphones as I pace the streets, or radio essays I listen to under the duvet in the dark, the speaker’s timbre sending me to sleep like a cradle song.

I haunt the corridors of my university building, speaking sentences under my breath. Those who know me know to ignore me. Sometimes I walk round the block doing the same thing, and passing strangers are surely less forgiving. Talk to yourself at work and you are just sounding out your thoughts; talk to yourself in the street and others look away and give you plenty of pavement. But it all helps, I tell myself, to lock the rhythms of writing into the skull. ‘Read good books, have good sentences in your ears,’ the poet Jane Kenyon advised – and a true and useful sentence can survive even a comma splice like that.

•

Bad grammar is usually a sign of something deeper amiss with the rhythm. More can go awry in a sentence than syntactical exactitude. Worse than the words being wrongly arranged is putting them in an order that neither moves nor sings. The sentence just limps and wheezes along to its sad end with a tuneless clank. When the writer has a tin ear for the sound of a sentence then the reader knows, just as when she hears flat or pitchy singing, that something is wrong, even if she can’t quite say why.

I can let a book fall open and tell, just from reading a few sentences, if I will like it. However compelling the subject of a book might be, I find it hard to carry on reading if its sentences are boring. I should be more forgiving, since I have written my share of boring sentences. I am not. Neither are you, even if you don’t know it yet. You think you are looking past this sentence into what it is saying – about life, love, the existence of angels, the design of the injection-moulded polypropylene stacking chair, whatever it is – but no. You think you care what this book is about, but really you care how it sounds. You are reading it for its sentences.

I read cookery books by my favourite food writers – Elizabeth David, Jane Grigson, Elisabeth Luard, Nigel Slater – with no intention of cooking any of the recipes. (I am of the school of cuisine that believes you can eat well by learning how to shop.) I read and love these books not for instruction but for the sentences. For good food writing is, like all good writing, both precise and evocative.

When, in the early 1950s, Elizabeth David wanted to remind her ration-coupon British readers of the taste of figs, wild garlic and Kalamata olives, her sentences had to be as bright and unencumbered as the Mediterranean sun. Before the 1970s, it was hard to source the more exotic ingredients in her recipes outside of Soho delicatessens. For the metropolitan middle classes, her mentions of aubergines and anchovies were a partly vicarious pleasure, a reminder of the summers they were starting to spend in Tuscany and Provence. The best food writing walks this blurred line between sound advice and sensual reminiscence.

Provided you skip the dull bits about metric measures and oven settings, the sentences in a recipe are a pleasure to read. They are so sequential, so assured. Warm two tablespoons of olive oil in a pan, then add the sliced onion. The verdicts sound fair and true in a way that those in life rarely are. Yesterday’s bread has less moisture and so makes crisper toast. Good food writing is clean, full of flavour, a meal in itself.

Elizabeth David wrote well, I suspect, because she saw what the culinary and writing arts have in common. A good sentence is the verbal fulfilment of her kitchen credo, borrowed from Escoffier: Faites simple. She thought of good cooking as lucid and sincere – as a sentence should seem to be. She disliked rich sauces and other rococo effects that hid the true flavours of food. A sentence, too, should rely more on quality ingredients than baroque artifice. She frowned on kitchens weighed down with needless gizmos and other advertisements of culinary activity. A sentence, too, should not advertise the labour that went into its making. She hated English cooking that was a self-lacerating slog of peeling and boiling, when it should be an open-hearted labour of love. A sentence, too, should be – at least for the reader – an uncompromised joy.

•

If I were to write a pedant’s apology, I think it would be, like Hardy’s, a non-apology. In fact I think I would be less apologetic even than Hardy. He felt the need to justify the pointless beauty of a mathematical proof – the wholly non-utilitarian pleasure it brought to a small number of brilliant minds like his own. But most scientists now believe that beauty does have a point. When a theory looks too raggedy, they reach for Occam’s razor, the principle of parsimony – after William of Occam, who held that ‘it is vain to do with more what can be done with less’. They believe that an elegant equation is more likely to be right than an ugly one that seems to fit the data. Or rather they believe that natural symmetry and honed brevity are more likely to fit the data in the end.

Pleasing patterns play upon the brain’s circuitry in ways that benefit the human tribe. We find pattern and symmetry pleasing in nature because it gives order and sense to the world. A palate finds pleasure in food as nerve endings find pleasure in sex. The pleasure they give profits the gene pool. Hardy’s beloved prime numbers, the uselessness of which he saw as a virtue, turned out to have many uses – in electronics, computing and the Internet – that he could not have foreseen. Perhaps the pleasure of a beautiful sentence also allows our species to thrive in ways we cannot yet fathom.

At the start of the film Broadcast News, the young Aaron Altman (who grows up to be a smart and spiky journalist, played by Albert Brooks) is being beaten up in high school by the class bullies. As they hold him and hit him, he comes up with what he thinks is a devastating put-down: ‘You’ll never make more than nineteen thousand dollars a year!’ They throw him to the ground. He gets up and, his mouth full of blood, tries again: ‘You’ll never leave South Boston and I’m going to see the whole damn world!’ As they walk away laughing, he delivers his coup de grâce: ‘You’ll never know the pleasure of writing a graceful sentence!’

Caring about how a sentence slots together can feel like a lonely and rarefied occupation. But Aaron Altman was right: it is worth the time it takes. Making a sentence sing is a way of making others more likely to listen and ourselves more likely to be understood. A good sentence gives order to our thoughts and takes us out of our solitudes. It is a cure, however fleeting, for human loneliness and for the chronic gulf of incomprehension that divides writer and reader, just as it divides any two of us.

And the cure is available to all, for free and without a prescription. Hardy was an impenitent elitist and thought it a waste of time doing maths unless you were as gifted at it as he. But good writing is in reach of anyone, and all it asks for in return is the time it takes. I have used up much of my life on writing sentences, all of them effortfully made, most of them unbeautiful and quite a few unread. But I still think that time spent making them – even time spent deleting them furiously and then starting all over again – could never be a waste. I wrote this little book of sentences, a pedant’s unapologetic apology, to say why.
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2.

The Ape That Writes Sentences

Or why word order is (almost) everything

In 1979 Herbert Terrace, head of Columbia University’s primate cognition laboratory, wrote an article for the journal Science titled ‘Can an Ape Create a Sentence?’ For a scholarly paper, the answer was unusually emphatic: no.

Terrace and his colleagues had raised a chimpanzee, Nim Chimpsky, and taught him sign language. (For no ape can speak a sentence: their larynxes won’t let them.) Nim was named, impishly, after Noam Chomsky, the ape-language sceptic who believed that humans alone were born with a universal grammar, a sort of sentence-generating implant in the brain. Terrace wanted to prove Noam wrong by teaching Nim to sign in sentences.

But after seven years of trying, Terrace decided that Nim had just learned to mimic his human teachers. He knew lots of words for things and could put them in basic permutations. He could say, ‘Tickle me Nim’ or ‘Finish hug Nim’ or ‘Apple eats Nim.’ But ‘Apple eats Nim’ and ‘Nim eats apple’ are not the same thing at all. Nim had failed to acquire a generative grammar, that human instinct for stringing words into sentences.

At the Great Ape Trust in Des Moines, Iowa, a bonobo chimp called Kanzi got a little further than Nim. Using a picture-symbol keyboard that voiced his words, he managed to pick up the proto-grammar of a two-year-old child. By fusing a noun and a verb into a two-word sentence, he could ask for M&Ms, burritos and orange soda. He could say he was ‘happy’ or ‘sorry’, use to be in its different forms and add the odd article and preposition. He could even sound sarcastic. Asked if he was ready, he would reply: ‘Past ready.’

But Kanzi could not put words reliably in sentence order, or even identify that vital element, a subject. By the age of three, children have moved on from two-word nuggets and are spinning out intricate sentences that no one has ever said before. Lots of animals speak languages. But humans alone make these infinitely varied meanings out of a finite number of words and rules. Chomsky compared teaching apes syntax to teaching humans to fly. An Olympic long jumper, leaping thirty feet in the air, was not flying, he pointed out – and nor was an ape writing sentences.

Only human beings – for now, at least – make sentences. Like being able to make fire, or throw straight and true, or fall in love, no other animal can do it or wants to. Perhaps it all began, as Richard Dawkins has speculated, as a piece of brain software for collating our thoughts, which we later externalized as speech and then, eventually, writing. Whatever the cause, somewhere deep in our ancestral past we gained this knack for making sentences.

No ape can write a sentence, except the hairless one writing this one. Here I sit on this ergonomic swivel chair, my desk facing the wall so that I am not diverted from this ticklish and time-devouring task. We are stuck here, my brain and I, like room-mates having to get used to each other’s odd habits, until we have finished the job together. I may be better at writing sentences than a bonobo chimp, but it does not come easily to either of us. I tap away at the lettered keys, between long intervals staring at nothing. The taps complete an electrical circuit and the cursor moves rightwards, leaving a line of words behind. I am the ape that writes sentences, and so are you.

•

I teach in a university. I often wonder at all the writing going on in this place, the lines of words fed non-stop into the network, passing through fibre-optic cables, filling the ether or vaporizing into the electronic void, silent and invisible to all but their writer and one or two readers. On dark evenings, I walk past the glass-fronted library and see students tapping away inside this light-filled, open-plan space. All that mental toil going on in near silence, hidden in plain sight – and using up very little power, since someone told me that the computer memory needed for all the words our university produces in a day is smaller than that needed for one student streaming a single video clip. And yet words are what this place is for. A university is a factory where sentences are made.

Students come to the library shop floor to clock on for their shifts (unsupervised and irregular). They sit at the assembly line of computers making an accumulated sound, as they two-finger type, like soft spring rain pattering on the roof. Their predecessors printed out their writing and handed it in at counters in A4 plastic pockets. But now it lives only on hard drives, memory sticks and the electronic submission systems of ‘virtual learning environments’, where people like me read it and award it marks. All this writing has one thing in common. It consists of those little assemblages of words, separated by black dots, called sentences.

An English lecturer gets used to listening to laments about the younger generation’s slide into illiteracy. I remain unconvinced. Of course, when marking essays I come across lots of bad sentences. The cut-and-shut jobs, which embark on a thought and then set off on another before the first is done with, until the end of the sentence has erased any memory of its beginning. The breathless run-ons: clauses just squashed together, needing full stops like lungs need air. The accidental fragments that, shorn of any sense of causation, read like bad haiku. The slow-motion car crashes, which start out fine until some slight syntactical wobble makes them career off the road, where the mangled syntax lies sprawling until the full stop ends its agony. The ones with just too many needless words in them, stifling sense like knotweed.

But why do these bad sentences get written? Not because students are lazier or more illiterate than their forerunners, or less well taught. No, these sentences are bad because they stopped being visible and hearable to their writers. The writer knew what she wanted to say, thought she had said it, and gave up reading and listening. To write well you need to read and audit your own words, and that is a much stranger and more unnatural act than any of us know.

There is no evidence that people have got worse at writing sentences, and much evidence that they have always found it difficult. When the middle-aged and older complain that the young ‘can’t even write a sentence’, that exasperated adverb, even, implies that being able to write one is a kindergarten task, like learning to tie your shoelaces or recite your three times table. But writing a good sentence is hard – as hard, in its own way, as calculus. Even if you can get words in their basic order, you still have to put them in a way that moves, interests and charms the reader. To be able to write a sentence that someone else might read voluntarily and with pleasure is the work of a lifetime. I have been doing it for forty-odd years and sometimes I think I am getting the hang of it.

•

Of course I know that there are many things in life harder and more painful than writing a sentence. My point is only that everything is hard if done well. In Japan, where craftwork is seen as artwork, apprenticeships are long. A training in Bunraku puppetry, where three men work a single, half-human-sized puppet, lasts thirty years. The apprentice spends the first decade working the puppet’s legs, the second one working the left arm, and the third working the right arm and the head, eyes and eyebrows. Only then may he be called a true master, his face now visible to the audience while those of his two accomplices stay hidden beneath black cowls.

A sushi master may make his apprentices wait years before they even touch the sushi. First they must sweep floors, learn to use their knives, and watch. Then they might just be allowed to dry some seaweed or massage an octopus until it is tender. A bonsai apprentice spends many seasons watering and feeding a tree before being permitted to prune it. An apprentice in shodo (calligraphy) takes years getting to know her bamboo-handled brushes, working over the top of her master’s examples and perfecting her line – all for that moment when she consigns a few swift strokes to a hanging scroll.

What the Japanese call shokunin katagi, the artisanal spirit, is about much more than skill. It bears the social obligation to make something for the joy of making it, quietly and beautifully. It invests the simplest daily acts with artistry, whether it be making tea, raking Shirakawa gravel in a garden or curating that work of art and lunch that is a bento box. The point of life is to infuse the quotidian with the pleasure of creation and the pursuit of perfection.

The art of sentence craft seems ideally suited to this artisanal spirit. In a sentence, precision and grace go together. What matters is getting the little things right, for only through mastering these menial tasks do we find order and beauty. We learn to arrange and rearrange elements so that they fall just right on the eye of the beholder. And we discover the importance of beginnings, middles and endings. When Japanese children are taught to bow, they are told to punctuate the action with shape and meaning by pausing at the lowest point before coming back up. The Japanese turn life into art by making it a series of these short, graceful, self-contained gestures – like embodied and enacted sentences.

But there are no sentence masters, in Japan or anywhere else. We do not ask student writers to spend the first decade of their apprenticeship reading, before making them write sentences with just nouns and verbs, then letting them loose on modifiers, and only then, after many thousands of sentences, calling them shokunin, true artists of the craft. It is much easier instead to think that writing a sentence is easy. So we say that young people today ‘can’t even write a sentence’ – as if it were a basic skill without which no learning can begin, and not a lifelong task through which we can learn about life.

The best kinds of teaching pass on some usable splinter of knowledge, some stored-up wisdom of the tribe. A guitar chord, a sushi recipe, a bit of computer coding: it almost doesn’t matter what. What matters is that you give it away, pass it on, pay it forward. Years ago a friend told me how to butter toast. Start buttering from the sides, she said, because enough ends up in the middle anyway. I have not seen that friend in a quarter of a century. But she was right, and every time I butter toast from the sides I thank her in my head.

I sometimes wish teaching were like this. In the humanities we train our students in new habits of thought, such as reading sceptically and thinking critically. We urge them to live with nuance and ambiguity. We set them off on the never-ending journey of interpretation, where they will have to weigh up unprovable notions that are, as the hard scientists say scornfully, ‘not even wrong’. It may be useful but it can feel a little … intangible.

Often I just want to say: this is what is wrong with this sentence and this is how to fix it. When I started marking essays, I felt wholly inadequate to this task. I made half-hearted efforts to untangle the knotted prose, but each untying seemed to reveal another knot, and a knot is always quicker to tie than to untie. All those jumbled-up tenses, subject–verb snarl-ups and absent or misapplied apostrophes. All that avoidable error reheated and served up again, then emended with the same red ink.

And all the time I knew that fixing a broken sentence is about so much more than just bandaging it up. In the margins I would write Not a sentence! – which is not a sentence either. That I, a teacher of English, could not do more to help my students made me feel feeble and fraudulent. I knew how to write sentences only by inkling or by accident; I did not have the wherewithal to explain to others what was wrong with theirs.

I wanted to show them how to make a line of thought out of words the way a vocal coach shows you how to make a sound out of breath, or the way my long-lost friend showed me how to make buttered toast out of butter and toast. If I could teach them that, I felt, they would take away a little piece of tribal wisdom, along with all those intangible things we try to teach them that aren’t even wrong.

•

What I have learned is that trainee writers do not need to be able to parse every sentence into its parts. They just have to learn to care. Van Gogh, in a letter to his brother Theo, wrote that ‘what is done in love is well done’. The purest form of love is just caring – paying someone else the compliment of your curiosity and holding them in your head, if only for a moment. The purest form of praise is to pay attention. This is how we offer up the simplest of blessings to the world around us and to the lives of others. ‘Attention,’ wrote the French thinker Simone Weil, ‘is the rarest and purest form of generosity.’ Give your sentences that courtesy and they will repay you.

I heard of a professor of art history at Harvard who told her students to go to a gallery and stand in front of the same painting for three hours, noting down their thoughts about it as they evolved. Her point was that three hours is a painful, even absurd, amount of time to look at a painting. Most gallery-goers glance at an exhibit for a few seconds, squint at the wall caption and walk away. It must break the hearts of any artists looking on.

But this professor’s students had to dredge up unknown reserves of patience if they were not to expire of boredom. They had to stand in front of the painting, as Rilke once wrote that he had learned to do with Cézanne’s work, ‘more seeingly’. They had to notice things they usually missed: that tiny wisp of cloud in the sky or a blurred face in a crowd, the shadow cast by an object, the brushwork, texture and stray drips of paint, the glaze veneer with all its gathered-up dust and grime, and the way the work lived amid the white space of wall around it, just as words on a page need white space around them to be read.

So now I say this to students. Find a sentence you like and look at it for a distressingly long time, until you start to see past its sense into its shape. As with a painting, the trick is not to exhume some buried symbolism or esoteric meaning, but only to make time to look. Take the sentence apart and reverse-engineer it, the way that computer programmers do when they dismantle software to see if they can copy it without infringing the rights. Turn its shape into a dough-cutter for your own sentences. Learn to love the feel of sentences, the arcs of anticipation and suspense, the balancing phrases, the wholesome little snap of the full stop.

Sometimes I read them bits of Jonathan Lethem’s story ‘The King of Sentences’. The young narrator and his girlfriend, Clea, work in a New York bookstore, worshipping sentences in books and reading them out to each other at night in bed – especially those of a reclusive writer they call ‘the King of Sentences’. Every experience of theirs must be turned into sentences. When they find a sentence they like, such as ‘I said I want my eggs scrambled not destroyed’, they scribble it on the wall of their apartment with a wax pencil. Or they type it out twenty-five times, then photocopy that page twenty-five times, then guillotine each page into twenty-five strips and scatter the strips through the streets for others to enjoy.

I don’t tell the students the end of the story – the bit where Clea and the narrator track the King of Sentences down to a one-horse town upstate, and he takes his revenge by making them strip in a motel room, stealing their clothes and leaving them there, naked and ashamed.

•

Teaching English at the University of Kentucky in the 1980s, Wendell Berry set one of his graduate classes this assignment: write a single sentence. For another course, he relented, and let them write three sentences. In his essay ‘Standing by Words’, Berry argues that the sentence is the indispensable tool with which we see, feel and know the world. ‘A sentence,’ he writes, ‘is both the opportunity and the limit of thought – what we have to think with, and what we have to think in.’

Along with writing and teaching, Berry farms. Since moving back to his home state from New York in 1964, he has worked a few acres on a hillside in the Bluegrass, overlooking the Kentucky River. Like most farmers he is unsentimental about nature, seeing it as something to wrestle with and work round. The purely natural and the purely human are to him equally undesirable states. There is nothing wrong with using nature for our own ends, so long as we see that we also have a duty to sustain it and must live within its limits.

A sentence, too, sits somewhere between the natural and the human. A writer must live within its limits. The sentence assiduously hews meaning out of
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