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You learn to write by wntb It’s a truism, but what makes it a
; e, The only way to learn to write is to force
yourself to produce a certain number of words on a regular basis.
If you went to work for a newspaper that required you to
write two or three articles every day, you would be a better writer
after six months. You wouldn’t necessarily be writing well; your
style might still be full of clutter and clichés. But you would be
exercising your powers of putting the English language on paper,
gaining confidence and identifying the most common problems.
All writing is ultimately a question of solving a problem. It
may be a problem of where to obtain the facts or how to organize
the material. It may be a problem of approach or attitude, tone or
style. Whatever it is, it has to be confronted and solved. Some-
times you will despair of finding the right solution—or any solu-
tion. You'll think, “If I live to be ninety I'll never get out of this
mess.” I've often thought it myself. But when I finally do solve the
problem it’s because I'm like a surgeon removing his 500th ap-
pendix; I've been there before.
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50 - sood writing. So, first, get YOur unitjeg
anc 10T’ ——Te reader from straggling off iy, all
; -.‘. l‘lr‘ lr;--lldt‘l'h" subconscious need for order
_ it satisfies ,‘0. Il is well at the helm. Therefore choose

and reass i l;les and stick to vour choice.

from among tht.) e { pronoun. Are you going to write in the
@ One choice 15 unity 0 fﬂt—‘(;;",-n the third person, as an ob-

first person, as @ Pér °F m‘i person, that darling of sportswrit.
?Oreven I th‘e Seco,? (“You knew this had to be the most
ers hung up on T ou'd ever seen from a presshoy

ine-tingling clash of giants you e\kj 1‘ ho ws 'le ess

:s ;t. and you weren't just some green Kid who was still wet be.

' ind the ears.”) : :

, @lunumw of tense is another choice. Most people write mainly in
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the past tense (‘T went up to oston tl:e’ oth.er. da){”), but some

people write agreeably in the prefent ( I m _sxttmg in th:s dining

car of the Yankee Limited and we’re pulling into Boston”). What

is not agreeable is to switch back and forth. I'm not saying you

can't iise more than one tense; the whole purpose of tenses is to

enable a writer to deal with time in its various gradations, from
the past to the hypothetical future (“When I telephoned my
mother from the Boston station, I realized that if I had writtento ¥
tell her I would be coming she would have waited for me”). But g
you must choose the tense in which you are principally goingto
address the reader, no matter how many glances you may take
backward or forward along the way. ’ '3
@ Anolther choice is unity of mood. You might want to talk to thﬁk'
r:;g‘égﬂ(l);he casga} voice that New Yorker has strenuously;,';f‘
forma.h'i-y to)éil;cﬁlf ht want to approach the reader with a certail?
11be a serious event or to present a set of impor

t i
zil)rlnt facts. Both tones are acceptable. In fact, any tone is ac :
able. But don'’t mix fwg orthree.

1

S 5 ""*A’;
lemlézhciit;l 1mmures are common in writers who haVeﬂ-;:}‘
wife, Ann ang -1]}':3\,81 writing is a conspicuous example. MYP

i ad always wanted to visit Hong Kong.” thé
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writer begins, his blood astir with reminiscence, “and one day last
spring we found ourselves looking at an airline poster and I said,
‘Lvt's\ go!” The kids were grown up,” he continues, and he pro-
ceeds to describe in genial detail how he and his wife stopped off
in Hawaii and had such a comical time changing their money at
the Hong Kong airport and finding their hotel. Fine. He is a real
person taking us along on a real trip, and we can identify with him
and Ann.

Suddenly he turns into a travel brochure. “Hong Kong affords
many fascinating experiences to the curious sightseer,” he writes.
“One can ride the picturesque ferry from Kowloon and gawk at
the myriad sampans as they scuttle across the teeming harbor, or
take a day’s trip to browse in the alleys of fabled Macao with its
colorful history as a den of smuggling and intrigue. You will want
to take the quaint funicular that climbs . . .” Then we get back to
him and Ann and their efforts to eat at Chinese restaurants, and
again all is well. Everyone is interested in food, and we are being
told about a personal adventure.

Then suddenly the writer is a guidebook: “To enter Hong
Kong it is necessary to have a valid passport, but no visa is re-
quired. You should definitely be immunized against hepatitis and
you would also be well advised to consult your physician with re-
gard to a possible inoculation for typhoid. The climate in Hong
Kong is seasonable except in July and August when ...” Our
writer is gone, and so is Ann, and so—very soon—are we.

It’s not that the scuttling sampans and the hepatitis shots
shouldn’t be included. What annoys us is that the writer never de-
cided what kind of article he wanted to write or how he wanted to
approachi us. He comes at us in many guises, depending on what
kind of material he is trying to purvey. Instead of controlling his
material, his material is controlling him. That wouldn't happen if
he took time to establish certain unities.

¢ Therefore ask yourself some basic questions before you start.

For example: “In what capacity am 1 going to address the

? Rue >t jon~s 7




)

ON WRITING WELL

12 Provider of inl'm‘m;lti()t.l'r’ A\’t'l'iig(“ man o
and tense am I gmng to use?” “What
rial? Personal but formal? Persong)
“What attitude am I going to tl.uke t”“’\’f”‘d the ma.
ed? Detached? ]udgmentul? [ronic? Amused?)
cover?” “What one point do I want ¢,

reader?” (Reporte
woman?) “What pronoun
style?” (lmpersona] reporto
and casual?)
terial?” (Involv
“How much do I want to

ake?” o
! The last two questions are especmlly important. Most nonfje.

tion writers have a definitiveness complex. Th.e A they are
under some obligation—to the subject, to their ]]01}01’, to the gods
of writing—to make their article the last word. It’s a commeng-
able impulse, but there is no last word. What you think is defini-
tive today will turn undefinitive by ggﬂght and writers who
doggmt fact will find themselves pursuing the
rainbow and never settling down to write. Nobody can writea
book or an article “about” something. Tolstoy couldn’t write a
book about war and peace, or Melville a book about whaling, -
They made certain reductive decisions about time and place and
about individual characters in that time and place—one man pur- |
suing one whale. Every writing project must be reduced before
you start to write. ~ o
Therefore think small. Decide what corner of your subje
JoUTE OTIZ 0 it off and Be content o cover it well and st
This 15 also a matter of energy and morale. An unwieldy writin
]t(ask is a drair? on your enthusiasm, Enthusiasm is the force
€eps you going and keeps the reader in your grip. When yo
zest begins to ebb, the reader i the first k it
person to know It.
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best made by earnestness, some by dry understatement, some
by humor.

Once you have your unities decided, there’s no material you
can’t work into your frame. If the tourist in Hong Kong had cho-

) sen to write solely in the conversational vein about what he and

Ann did, he would have found a natural way to weave into his nar-
rative whatever he wanted to tell us about the Kowloon ferry and
the local weather. His personality and purpose would have been
intact, and his article would have held together.

Now it often happens that you'll make these prior decisions
and then discover that they weren't the right ones. The material
begins to lead you in an unexpected direction, where you are
more comfortable writing in a different tone. That’s normal—the
act of writing generates some cluster of thoughts or memories
that you didn’t anticipate. Don't fight such a current if it feels
right. Trust your material if it's taking you into terrain you didn'’t
intend to enter but where the vibrations are good. Adjust your
style accordingly and proceed to whatever destination you reach.
Don't become the prisoner of a preconceived plan. Writing is no
respecter of blueprints.

If this happens, the second part of your article will be badly
out of joint with the first. But at least you know which part is
truest to your instincts. Then it’s just a matter of making repairs.
Go back to the beginning and rewrite it so that your mood and
your style are consistent from start to finish.

There’s nothing in such a method to be ashamed of. Scissors
and paste—or their equivalent on a computer—are honorable
writers’ tools. Just remember that all the unities must be fitted
into the edifice you finally put together, however backwardly they
may be assembled, or it will soon come tumbling down.




