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Prelude: The Blue Air

There was the time when all we could talk about was sentences, sentences—nothing else stirred us.

JONATHAN LETHEM, “THE KING OF SENTENCES”(2007)

While sentences and their origin have been the subject of literary histories, cultural narratives, and personal writings, they have rarely been examined as a singular subject. There is no history of the sentence, nor theoretical analysis, although multiple titles address their composition. Stanley Fish’s How to Write a Sentence (2011), Jan Mieszkowski’s Crises of the Sentence (2019), Joe Moran’s First You Write a Sentence (2019), and Brian Dillon’s Suppose a Sentence (2020) are representative. But wrestling with the nature of the sentence has been a writerly preoccupation for generations as Donald Barthelme illustrated. His 1970 short story/essay, “Sentence,” is a meandering sentence of 2,569 words without a period, although parentheses, question marks, semicolons, two exclamation marks, and assorted commas appear. It begins with a self-conscious interrogation of its own form:

Or a long sentence moving at a certain pace down the page aiming for the bottom—if not the bottom of this page then some other page—where it can rest, or stop for a moment to think out the questions raised by its own (temporary) existence, which ends when the page is turned, or the sentence falls out of the mind that holds it (temporarily in some kind of embrace).1


But what of the American sentence? What is its history, its poetics? What, in fact, is an American sentence and how has it changed?

The following chapters address stages in the unfolding story of the American sentence oriented around a particular form of communication: the sermon, the telegraph, the newspaper, and the screen (movie, computer, and smartphone). The social construction of the American sentence, drawing on communication technology, might be one way of conceptualizing the project. Sound might be another, what Robert Frost called “vocal reality.”2 The study will consider how words must be situated in relation to each other to produce both affect and meaning. A sonic and physical resemblance must emerge, frequently a contest between cadence and meaning. Words in a sentence vibrate and destabilize themselves as Gertrude Stein emphasized.3 Juxtaposing similarity and difference in a sentence becomes inimical for Stein as in “[s]ugar any sugar, anger every anger, lover sermon lover, centre no distractor, all order is in a measure.” “Act,” she advises, “so that there is no use in a center,” all from Tender Buttons. A new American form supplements new American content “not unordered in not resembling.”4

A singular example from Norman Maclean best known for his novella, “A River Runs through It” (1976). Here, dramatized nature gains unexpected impact in a single sentence through the imagery of a thunderstorm:

By three-thirty or four, the lightning would be flexing itself on the distant ridges like a fancy prizefighter, skipping sideways, ducking, showing off but not hitting anything.5


Movement and frustration unite, nature and mankind dance in a way that accumulates force until it deflects its energy “not hitting anything.” The opening sentence of the novella introduces the blended clarity of relationships that exist throughout the story: “In our family, there was no clear line between religion and fly fishing” (River 1). Here, a shadowy Puritan ethos converges with the American wilderness.

Individual writers will record stages in the development of the American sentence: Benjamin Franklin, Henry James, and Gertrude Stein to start followed by David Foster Wallace, Don DeLillo, Cormac McCarthy, Lydia Davis, and Colson Whitehead. They all participate in the quest for the American Sentence. But the quest can fail. The LA writer John Fante made this clear in Ask the Dust (1939):

The lean days of determination. That was the word for it, determination. Arturo Bandini in front of his typewriter two full days in succession, determined to succeed; but it didn’t work, the longest siege of hard and fast determination in his life, and not one line done, only two words written over and over across the page, up and down, the same words: palm tree, palm tree, palm tree, a battle to the death between the palm tree and me, and the palm tree won: see it out there swaying in the blue air, creaking sweetly in the blue air. The palm tree won after two fighting days, and I crawled out the window and sat at the foot of the tree. Time passed, a moment or two, and I slept, little brown ants carousing in the hair on my legs.6


Writing offers no guarantees and sentences are always dangerous, beginning with disorder and misdirection. The process is similar to what James Salter describes in his novel, Light Years (1975). In a commentary on the lives of his two central characters, he indirectly describes the act of writing sentences:

Their life is mysterious, it is like a forest; from far off it seems a unity, it can be comprehended, described, but closer it begins to separate, to break into light and shadow, the density blinds one. Within there is no form, only prodigious detail that reaches everywhere: exotic sounds, spills of sunlight, foliage, fallen trees, small beasts that flee at the sound of a twig-snap, insects, silence, flowers.7


Norman Mailer was less poetic. Critiquing his early success, The Naked and the Dead (1948), he praises its immediacy and timing—everyone was ready “for a big war novel”—but, he admits, the book was

sloppily written in many parts (the words came too quickly and too easily) and there was hardly a noun in any sentence that was not holding hands with the nearest and commonly available adjective—scalding coffee and tremulous fear are the sorts of thing you will find throughout. Over-certified adjectives are the mark of most best-seller writing.8


Nevertheless, the book had “vigour … the felicity of good books by amateurs.” Mailer’s remarks confirm the awareness of authors concerning the success or failure of their own sentences.

i

Sentences themselves are adventures

FLAUBERT(C. 1856; CORR II 665)

I wish I could say everything there was to say in one word.

I hate all the things that can happen between the beginning of a sentence and the end.

LEONARD COHEN, THE FAVORITE GAME (1963)

A short history of the sentence to begin, starting with this question: “Does a sentence require a minimum number of words?” There is certainly no absolute answer and linguistic historians vary as to responses. It can be as long as those found in Proust—one sentence in Sodom and Gomorrah is 958 words—but as short as 6 as in Hemingway. Henry James in The Golden Bowl (1904) uses sentences to amplify character and thought; Lydia Davis concentrates on one or two expressions, anticipated by the intense brevity of Cormac McCarthy. Length does not offer a guide, nor does syntax or the traditional subject/verb/ predicate order. Sentences mix words with disorder, sometimes structured in code. A sentence can be understood from tone or emphasis alone: “Stand!” “Turn!” “Walk!” echo moments in Waiting for Godot.9

Critics often flounder, however, when concentrating on sentences as their subject. Barthes’s 1957 essay on seven sentences in Flaubert, precisely titled “Flaubert and the Sentence,” or Ian Watt’s essay on the opening sentences of The Ambassadors are two examples. Barthes emphasizes the “labor of style” which commits the writer to “the structure of language as a passion,” although he concentrates on the corrections of style, one vertical, the other horizontal. The former are substantive changes, metaphorical; the latter are associative, metonymic10 (Barthes, 71, 72). His focus is far from the nature of the sentence which begins to exhibit metaphysical properties: “the sentence is at once a unit of style, … and a unit of life” (Barthes).

Barthes then presents the Flaubertian sentence is a work’s “double reflection,” a history of the work on a micro level but also a de facto representation of the writer, presenting itself as a finite object: “Flaubert’s sentence is a thing” which has a history (Barthes 76). Complexly, while the sentence possesses a finitude, it is also expansive and does not end unless the writer assiduously works at it. Flaubert believes a sentence is never finished; it merely stops (Barthes 77). This might be summarized as the philosophy of sentences. One labors to construct what is ultimately an endless sentence, more in the mode of Borges rather than Flaubert. In a sense, Barthes has removed the sentence from the page.

Watt does the opposite, drilling down into the opening paragraph of James’s 1903 novel. He concentrates on “the delayed specification of referents” partly the result of non-transitive verbs and abstract nouns used as subjects of main or subordinate clauses arguing that James’s late style is typically abstract with his verbs expressing states of being, not finite actions.11 This is acutely summarized at the end of the second paragraph. After assessing how he will explain to Waymarsh their intentionally delayed meeting in Chester and his genuine pleasure at having some time to himself, the narrator describes the burden of Strether’s “double consciousness,” disturbed at delaying Waymarsh but elated with his freedom. The narrator then perceptively writes, “[T]here was detachment in his zeal and curiosity in his indifference,” outlining the “double consciousness.”12 But again, on Watt’s part, no consensus as to the structure, form, or length of a Jamesian sentence or what a sentence could or couldn’t be. Yet commitment to the sentence is unwavering in both James and Flaubert who proudly wrote, “I’d rather die like a dog than rush my sentence through, before it’s ripe … I’m going on again, then, with my dull and simple life … in which the sentences are adventures” (in Barthes 76 nt.1).

But memorable sentences persist, from Scott Fitzgerald’s poetic, final sentence of Gatsby, offering hope mixed with struggle—“So we beat on, boats against the current, borne back ceaselessly in to the past”—to the worrying opening of Pynchon’s Gravity’s Rainbow: “A screaming comes across the sky. It has happened before, but there is nothing to compare it to now.”13 Experiments are constant, the “unverbed sentence” one example. Elizabeth Hardwick casually creates a vivid scene without verbs: “In the hotel lobby, tired bandsmen, dark glasses, ashen sleeplessness, oppressive overcoats, their wives, blond and tired” or “the creamy lips, the oily eyelids, the violent perfume—and in her voice the tropical l’s and r’s.”14 One more from the first page of her incomplete novel, Sleepless Nights (1979): “Every morning the blue clock and the crocheted bedspread with its pink and blue and gray squares and diamonds.”15 Sentences without verbs are effective but they challenge conventional grammar and definitions of what a sentence might be.

A passage by Wayne Koestenbaum on Elizabeth Hardwick may capture the variability of the sentence noting that Hardwick’s sentences are

strange and wayward. They veer, they avoid the point. Sometimes they are specific, but often they grow soft-focused and evasive at the crucial moment. They fuzz out by adopting a tone at once magisterial and muffled. When I was writing my biography of Andy Warhol, I told myself, “Imitate Elizabeth Hardwick.” By that advice, I meant: be authoritative, but also odd.


He goes on to say “every gesture is gloved” noting that tone rather than clarity is the key to her sentences enfolded by syntax both graceful and stumbling.16 This modern, or postmodern, understanding of what a sentence might be stretches Barthes’s view of the sentence as a “unit of life.” A sentence becomes an act of self-discovery: “[T]he deeper I become entangled in the process of getting a sentence right in its syllables and rhythms, the more I learn about myself,” a character writes in Don DeLillo’s Mao II.17

The oldest known sentence written in the first alphabet is on a comb of the Canaanites, although the idea of the sentence is relatively new. In the medieval period, there was never any conception of the sentence as a syntactic unit.18 Units of thought and figures of speech ruled, while logic and rhetoric confronted each other. The stanza dominated, unlike anything resembling a sentence. Nevertheless, following the Latin sententia (sense), it became common in Middle English, although its meaning was not grammatical but other: it meant opinion, an authoritative statement or decision. By the early sixteenth century, however, the sentence began to mean a grammatical term implying sense or sense worth remembering (Robinson 15). But when a character in Ben Jonson’s Poetaster says, “Thou speakest sentences,” he means that another character is offering an authoritative comment, not a clearly defined syntactic unit (Robinson 16). Logic, not grammar, controlled efforts to define the nature of a sentence. Classical orators, following principles of logic in their presentations, and medieval scholars, seeking systems of expression, disregarded ideas of the sentence as a syntactic unit. Not even Cicero seemed aware of the nature of the grammatical sense of a sentence.

Punctuation may have had a role, extending its importance to phrase-marking, helping the voice to phrase and shape words. In Greek and Latin, strings of letters were unseparated, as were other units shorter than a paragraph (Robinson 21). Punctuation was introduced to aid the “performance” of a text. Punctuated books became known as codices distincti, writing with marked divisions. However, word divisions were then forgotten but reinstated by Irish monks who, when writing Gaelic, produced phrases, not simply words. For medievalists, a whole book might be a single long sentence.19 But the punctuation itself was uncertain: different punctuations of the same passage were commonplace, these differences creating changes in interpretation. Some understood sentences in I Corinthians as questions; others rephrased them as statements (Robinson 23–4). The shift was from phrasal to syntactic prose which likely took place first in Italy, removing a kind of “syntactic drift,” although Robinson suggests a theoretical change in the attitude toward sentences occurred in the mid-seventeenth century (Robinson 24, 29, 33). Grammatical assumptions about punctuation then formulated the modern concept of the sentence. Formalized grammar, not speech, shaped sentence forms.

But what of the American Sentence? Can one recognize it? Is it a unique syntactic unit with American references in a distinct American voice and tone—or is it simply an utterance by an American writer? Is resemblance between one American writer and another a link? Could the sentences of Emily Dickinson and Gertrude Stein connect? Both pursued the freedom to explore making new language networks, Susan Howe explaining that “connections between unconnected things are the unreal reality of Poetry.”20 Might that also apply to prose?

Furthermore, what is the role of the American language in shaping the sentence? What stayed, what strayed? “English in America/ American English,” a section in Ezra Tawil’s Literature, American Style (2018) helps. Outlining the impact of Noah Webster in the creation of an American




“Hold your Council before Dinner; the full Belly hates Thinking as well as Acting.” 535

“Many have quarrl’d about Religion, that nevr practis’d it.” 537

“A lean Award is better than a fat Judgment.” 537 (Poor Richard’s Almanac)

“By my rambling Digressons I perceive my self to be grown old. I us’d to write more methodically,—But one does not dress for private Company as for a publick Ball. This perhaps only Negligence”—(Autobio. 576).23




She wasn’t doing a thing that I could see, except standing there leaning on the balcony railing, holding the universe together.



ii





Beautiful and bright it should be on the surface, feathery and evanescent, one colour melting into another like the colours on a butterfly’s wing; but beneath the fabric must be clamped together with bolts of iron.26




Perhaps it was the contrast between the stillness of her broad grey flat face and the frantic movements of the bush behind it and the scraps of fluttering silk about her person, but what she reminded me of most strongly was an electric fan, with its warning tassel tied to the mesh, turning its bland, tilted head slowly from side to side, and the blades behind the mesh a motionless blur as they spun and spun and spun.27




We knew American YTV had been built, in part around her [the performer, Aimee] legend, like a shrine to a pixie god, and the fact that she should even deign now to enter our own, British, far lowlier place of worship was considered a great coup, it put everybody on our version of high alert.28





Pafko at the wall. Then he’s looking up. People thinking where’s the ball. The scant delay, the stay in time that lasts a hairsbreadth.32





I retired twelve years ago from the profession of novelist. Nevertheless, you will be constrained to consider, if you know my work at all and take the trouble now to reread that first sentence, that I have lost none of my old cunning in the contrivance of what is known as an arresting opening.
34
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