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and employs a vocabulary as unor- 

namental as a monkey wrench. 
In some ot rhe more remote 

hollows ot Appalachia, children 
still grow up hearing songs and lo- 
cutions ot Elizabethan times. Yes, 
and many Americans grow up 
hearing a language other than 
English, or an English dialect a 

majority of Americans cannot un- 

derstand. 
All these varieties ot speech 

are beautiful, just as the varieties of 
butterflies are beautiful. No matter 

what your first language, you 
should treasure it all your life. It it 

happens not to be standard En- 
glish, and it it shows itself when 
you write standard English, the re- 

sult is usually delightful, like a very 
pretty girl with one eye that is 
green and one that is blue. 

1 myself find that 1 trust my 
own writing most, and others seem 

to trust it most, rot), when 1 sound 
most like a person from Indianapo- 
lis, which is what 1 am. What al- 
ternatives do 1 have? The one most 

vehemently recommended by 
teachers has no doubt been pressed 
on you, as well: to write like 
cultivated Englishmen of a century 
or more ago. 

6. Say what you mean to say 
1 used to be exasperated by 

such teachers, but am no more. I 
understand now that all those an- 

tique essays and stories with which 
1 was to compare my own work 
were not magnificent for their dat- 
edness or foreignness, but tor say- 
ing precisely what their authors 
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meant them to say. My teachers 
wished me to write accurately, 
always selecting the most effective 
words, and relating the words to 

one another unambiguously, 
rigidly, like parts of a machine 

The teachers did not want to 

turn me into an Englishman 
after all. 1 hey hoped that 1 

would become understandable 
-and therefore understood. 

And there went my dream of 

_ doing with words what Pablo 
f Picasso did with paint or what 

any number of jaz: idols did 
with music. It 1 broke all the 
rules of punctuation, had 

words mean whatever I wanted 
them to mean, and strung them 
together higgledy-piggledy, I would 
simply not Iv understood. So you, 
ting had better avoid Picasso-style 
or jazz-style writing, it you have 
something worth saying and 
wish to Iv understood. 

Readers want our pages 
to hh>k very much like pages 
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they have seen before. 
Why.7 Tliis is because 
rhey themselves have 
a tou^h joh to do, and 
rhey need all the help 
they can ijet from ns. 

7. Pity the readers 
I hey have to 

identity thousands of 
little marks on paper, 
and make sense of 
them immediately, 
rhev have to raul, an 

S> this discussion must finally 
acknowledge that our stylistic 
options as writers are neither nu- 

merous nor glamorous, since our 

readers are hound to tv such 
imperfect artists. Our audience 
requires us to lv sympathetic and 
patient teachers, ever willing to 

simplify and clarify whereas we 

would rather soar hijjh ahive the 
crowd, sinking like nightingales. 

1 h.it is the had news. I he 
Hihki news is that we Americans 
are governed under a unique 
t Constitution, which allows us to 

w rite whatever we please without 
tear of punishment. So the most 

meaningful aspect of our styles, 
w hich i'' w hat we choose to write 

aUnit, is utterly unlimited. 

8. For really detailed advice 
l or a discussion of literary style 

in a narrower sense, in a more 

technical sense, I commend to 

your attention Hie lilcmcnts of Style, 
hy William Strunk, Jr., and H.B. 

White (Macmillan, 1L)7^). 
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art so difficult that most people don’t 

h.IV W hite is, ot 

course, one ot the 
most admirable lit- 
erary stylists this 
country has so tar 

pri xluced. 
You should realize, 

too, that no one 

would care how well 
or hadly Mr. W'hite 
expressed himself, 
it he did not have 
perfectly enchanting 
things to say. 

realty master it even alter Having 
studied it all through tirade school 
and hi^h school twelve lon^ years. 
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