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Life happens. We all know that. We’ve experienced the joyous heights, the green pastures and the reflective still waters. We’ve survived the “valley of the shadow of death”. For most of us, our cups still “runneth over” while we dine daily with our enemies.

We all have times where putting one foot in front of the other is all we can do, times when the next day brings only cringes, times that we wonder how to continue on.

When we have reminders that we’re not alone, that we’re never alone, we know we will climb out of the shadowed valleys to the ridges and upwards to the mountains, “from whence cometh my help.”

Hope. Laughter and great joy. Faith. Persistence. Patience and toleration. Fortitude. These are gifts that my mother modeled, and I thank her for them.

I can remember her calling us to see a goldfinch, showing us how to maneuver heavy uprooted plants onto a shovel and drag them over to their new home in the landscape, teaching us to discover our family history through old stories and fragile documents and plastic microfilm and carvings in weathered granite. She taught us to look beyond the world around us to the world far beyond.

From my mother came my love of reading, and that love led into various jobs, all associated with a love of ideas and the words and images that convey those ideas. Somewhere in my twenties, our relationship transitioned from only mother/daughter to mother/daughter and friends. When events overwhelmed, she kept going. She endured through problems not of her own making and problems that her decaying health created. We had good times and bad. And I miss her every day.

For Mother.
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In the forests of words that we writers grow, blazed trails mark the way to our destination. Without those trails, without paths leading down to sun-sparkled streams, without the yellow brushstroke painted on tree after tree, we might lose our direction and our sanity.

We writers depend on that clear route. We can have a mental map, yet thickly-leaved trees will obscure our guidance posts. We know our crow-flying direction, but vine-covered thickets and distracting cascades force us off-path. The blazes prevent confusion—unless a storm brought down the blazed tree.

Then we’re lost.

Reading through these opening paragraphs, most writers will recognize the extended hiking metaphor. Many will spot the inversion and alliteration. A few will appreciate the anaphora and auxesis and zeugma, even when they’re not familiar with those terms.

This is Sentence Craft. Controlled use creates appreciative readers. Over-blown use drives readers away.

Every writer has a handful of tricks that they sprinkle onto the page (another metaphor!). Like magicians, they use the tricks to keep the audience engaged. Adept word-magicians use just enough sparkling trickery to draw readers through one work and on to the next.

	Sentence Craft—from easy imagery to involved structures—is essential for the poet.

	Bloggers and other nonfiction writers will find it a necessary marketing tool, distinguishing them from their competition.

	Speech writers and great broadcast journalists use these literary and rhetorical devices constantly to make their spoken words become memorable.

	With fiction, writers paint their expositions and their settings and their character tags, capturing readers who may not even recognize the sweeping stroke of the magical wand.


Discovering Sentence Craft is for writers new and old. For newbies, word-tricks can be fascinating ventures into an unknown forest. These tricks can renew a veteran writer’s love of words and sentences flowing onto the page.

In small offerings, of course.

Too many tricks glaze our readers’ eyes.

Most examples in this guidebook are from the realm of poetry. Poems provide quick examples while prose may need an entire paragraph or entire pages to work the trick.

The realm of prose can learn much from poetry.

Discovering Sentence Craft covers figurative and interpretive concepts as well as the structural elements that build meaning, emphasis, and memory.

Concept and execution. We could almost call Sentence Craft ‘artistry with words’. Almost. But that’s a third metaphor, one too many.

I believe writing is not an inherent gift. It’s a skill-based craft which can be learned and practiced. Artists learn composition, perspective, depth, proportion, and shading. A baseball player learns in-field and out-field, pitching vs. throwing, batting and bunting. An electrician learns reading blueprints, voltage and current, circuits, outlets, and panels.

A writer needs much more than grammar and spelling. Reading widely, Discovering Sentence Craft concepts and structures, and practicing them will open the doors for anyone who wants to improve.

Dream it. Believe it. Do it.

~ M. A. Lee
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Basic Language Information

Dichotomies rule the world.

In / Out. On / Off. Straight / Curved. Clear / Confused. Agreement / Argument.

Language has its own dichotomies: formal / informal, accepted / slang, periodic / cumulative, serious / pun, literal / figurative, idea / structure, concept / execution.

Word-craft sparkles across all the language dichotomies. It enriches all writing. Even spoken events had birth in the written word.
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[image: ]


The dichotomous choice between formal and informal opens many books about language use. Formal language appears in documents for court (legal briefs), ceremonial occasions (wedding invitations), and official business (contracts). Informal language invades all other realms of communication. The more conversational, the more acceptable. However, unless depicting conversation, informal still follows the rules of Standard English (SE simply means that it follows the forms accepted everywhere).

People with small worlds do not understand that colour / color does not represent misspellings, only different forms of English. British SE and American SE have variations as well as many rules in common.

Informality accepts colloquialisms, idioms, and dialect (youse guys or y’all) and slang. Expletives and scatological references (intended for shock value) depend upon the intended audience.

That’s the only rule to remember when choosing between formal and informal:  the intended audience. Nothing else matters.

Here are selections from two major American poets of the early twentieth century, using different styles, one more formal, the other informal, both wholly acceptable.

FORMAL

Amy Lowell’s “Generations” / instructional


You are like the stem

Of a young beech-tree,

Straight and swaying,

Breaking out in golden leaves. . . .

Your shadow is no shadow, but a scattered sunshine,

And at night you pull the sky down to you

And hood yourself in stars.


INFORMAL

T.S. Eliot’s “The Journey of the Magi” / conversational


A cold coming we had of it,

Just the worst time of the year

For a journey, and such a long journey:

The ways deep and the weather sharp,

The very dead of winter. . . . 

Then we came to a tavern with vine-leaves over the lintel,

Six hands at an open door, dicing for pieces of silver. . . .


Both excerpts use strong imagery, alliteration, and repetition. Lowell uses a simile while Eliot has synecdoche. She has anaphora; he has allusions.

Personal preference for language formality depends only upon personal taste.
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We use words like “lyrical” to describe beautiful writing. Beauty, though, is a matter of taste, and taste changes over time. I remember loving the strong imagery and symbolism that filled the elaborate lines by Edgar Allan Poe and Amy Lowell in my earlier decades; now I prefer Robert Frost and T.S. Eliot for their spare words and cleverly hidden meanings. While I appreciate Picasso, my taste runs to Jackson Pollack and Salvador Dali. I can admire Mozart, but DeBussy is the composer whose works I collect.

The aesthetic distinction keeps me reading Edna St. Vincent Millay and Ernest Hemingway, not Elizabeth Barrett Browning and William Faulkner. Different tastes are acceptable and desired—which is the reason no wordsmith should copy other writers even though they can be used for practice.

As Horace said, “Nothing is beautiful from every point of view.”

That works for Sentence Craft as well. A structural device may charm you and irk others; you may love creating extended metaphors only to have someone else dislike them.

That’s an important point to remember about Sentence Craft. As noted in the Raison d’Etre, too many word-tricks will cause a reader’s eyes to glaze over.

When writers read other writers, we look at much more than the words conveying the ideas. The little black marks are magical tricks we want to understand, practice, tuck into our own magician’s cloak. We should display our acquired tricks only when they support the meaning of those little black marks. Unfortunately, we often exhibit them out of personal vanity, exhibitionism. 

As William Faulkner said, “In writing, you must kill all your darlings.” He wasn’t just talking about characters, you know.
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Every choice for any communication always depends upon our intended purpose and audience. The choice between periodic and cumulative sentences creates a proving example.

Both the periodic and cumulative sentence forms are extremely long. They are taught in Advanced Placement Language and Literature courses as if they are models for budding writers.

They aren’t.

The periodic means that the sentence launches, the subject is followed by modifying phrases and clauses, then after several lines of text the verb and predicate occur, offering the sentence’s end. The base sentence elements of verb and complement end the sentence at the period.

The cumulative presents the base sentence elements of subject / verb / complement immediately, followed by an accumulation of modifying words, phrases, and clauses until the writer chooses to reach the sentence end. The sentence is complete before the modifying elements are accumulated.

Writers of the previous centuries used both forms often. Such long sentences do have their place in modern writing. Having taught AP courses, I believe the words are pushed on students more as a grammar test rather than a writing pattern to emulate. Writers supposedly use the periodic to increase tension and suspense as the reader anticipates the sentence end. The cumulative displays elaborated detail, piling one after another. Thus, it can exhibit luxuriousness, increasing confusion, a building morass, or a hoard of options.

Master Orator Winston Churchill provides examples of both types. First is the periodic, beginning with the understood subject for the verbs let and bear.


Let us therefore brace ourselves to our duties and so bear ourselves that, if the British Empire and its Commonwealth last for a thousand years, men will still say, “This was their finest hour.”


The next example begins with a cumulative section of an extended compound/complex sentence.


On the night of the tenth of May [1940], at the outset of this mighty battle, I acquired the chief power in the State, which henceforth I wielded in ever-growing measure for five years and three months of world war, at the end of which time, all our enemies having surrendered unconditionally or being about to do so, I was immediately dismissed by the British electorate from all further conduct of their affairs.


The first Churchill example is pure oratory, ending with a short yet memorable sentence. The second comes from his memoir. Written prose can tolerate the extended confusion of the cumulative—which Churchill must have experienced when the voters “dismissed” him from his position as prime minister after the allied victory that concluded World War II. See how the word-trick supports the content?
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Artistry with words is not dependent on the subject matter. The only dependence is the writer’s commitment to the craft. The highly talented few are set apart only by their awareness, their language fluency from reading widely, and their willingness to use time as a resource for practice and the necessary craft development.

Only perspective is inherent, yet even that is teachable.

The most important dichotomous pair for this guidebook is denotation / connotation.

	Denotation = the dictionary definition of a word, from Latin meaning “to note”


	Connotation = the mental images associated with a word, from Latin com meaning “with” and note meaning “to note”, thus “with to note”


We already know that not every synonym means exactly the same thing. Synonyms of the color red have varying shades: maroon, persimmon, scarlet, and crimson are all different colors.

Relevant has the synonyms of germane, material, and apropos among several others. As Merriam-Webster tells us: 


Relevant implies a traceable, significant, logical connection. Germane may additionally imply a fitness for or appropriateness to the situation or occasion. ... Material implies so close a relationship that it cannot be dispensed with without serious alteration of the case. ... Apropos suggests being both relevant and opportune.


Now we must also remember that many words have positive and negative connotations. An example is as easy as antique vs. used or cheap vs. inexpensive. Look at exotic / foreign / strange and babble / talk / chat as well as venerable / old / decrepit and pet / animal / beast.

We writers fall into mistakes with connotations when we seek an interesting synonym to replace a bland, tasteless word. Be certain of a new-to-you meaning—even by checking a word’s etymology—before deciding to use it.

That advice holds throughout this guidebook. The intention with Sentence Craft is primarily  emphasis, not exhibitionism. Word-smithery always supports meaning. The violence of a deed is not conveyed in flowery language, but in hard, thudding syllables. Let the craft suit the meaning.

The more we practice, the more we understand the effect. The more we see the effect, the more we understand its power—and understand that it can stand alone, without need for more words.
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In Becoming Unstuck, we learned that only the intended audience is important.

In Aesthetics, we learned that taste determines whether someone likes our writing—or not. Overblown language can be a turn-off for the audience. Offer your word-tricks sparingly.

In the Example, the content and the content’s final form determine the use of a particular word-trick.

In Becoming a Wordsmith, we remembered that individual words and their connotative meanings will affect the reception of our word-tricks. Exhibitionism is not the goal.

This guidebook has six sections ~

Concepts

	The Figurative

	The Interpretive


Structures

	The Inverted

	The Repetitions

	The Opposites

	The Sequential


Not all of the sections are of equal length. Not all will have exercises for practice. Skip and scan as you wish.
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