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The Write Stuff
Strategies for Revising

“Rewriting is when play writing really gets to be fun…In baseball you only get three swings and you’re out. In rewriting you get almost as many swings as you want and you know sooner or later that you’ll hit the ball.”   Neil Simon

“A poem is never complete; it is just abandoned.”   Paul Valery

1. Use sense words and images.

2. Have you ever tried to synthesize two senses? Experiment with synesthesia

loud color     silence tickles     slick taste of ice cream     velvet voice     shrieking edge

musty feel of old crepe     soft view of sea     quiet fabric     sticky smell

3. Use exact, specific nouns

“The adjective hasn’t been built that can pull a weak or inaccurate noun out of a tight place.”
book = essays of E. B. White

wine = Hunter Valley Merlot

music = Mozart sonata

furniture = oak armoire

4. Make those nouns do something; activate them with strong verbs

The porch is sunny…
The porch is brilliant with sun…

The porch, brilliant with sun… (Now, think, what could a porch DO?)

5. Show, don’t tell. Concentrate first on state-of-being (to be) verbs. Get rid of “there” and “it” as the subject.  They waste the important subject position with a weak pronoun.
              
  It is light = light streams in



 There are two couches = couches crowd the room 
         

 There are flowers on the table = flowers grace the table     

         

 He is in the chair = Grams reclines
 
Now try phrases.

 It is quiet = I hear the pages of a book softly turning

It is cold = My breath crystallizes in the air.   

 
           He is hot = Sweat glistens on his face

You can extend the details and the images so that you show your reader something indirectly, rather than announcing what it is.  For example, in this excerpt from The American South by William Blake and James Kilpatrick, we know what summer is like in the south:

“… we have too much sunshine and too little rain, the cotton wilts, the corn droops, and the tobacco leaves close their eyes. Our county roads, muddy in the springtime, turn to burnt biscuits you can tell a pickup truck is coming a mile away by the rooster tail dust it leaves behind…tobacco plants push at their canvas blankets, and it’s time to set them out…the air smells like freshly laundered linen on a country clothesline…We have budworms, bollworms, ear worms, cutworms, and army worms. We have Japanese beetles, sweat bees and grasshoppers. We have fire ant, rattlesnakes, Gila monsters, and tarantula as big as soccer balls…We have…nights that are as cool as the other side of a pillow, and …evenings when the fireflies compete with shooting stars…In the late afternoon the sun hangs in the sky like a great fried egg on a blue-steel griddle.”
Now, let’s see if we can elaborate a string of related nouns – items in a category, as below:
I inhale the fragrances from her garden – roses, gladiolus, lilacs, gardenias, dahlias – all nurtured to bloom from their spindly beginnings by grandma.  RJP
I moved away from 12 years of familiar streets – Bellefontaine, Agnes, Benton Blvd., 39th Street, Troost – to memories clustered around friendly places – Blessed Sacrament Catholic Church, Cooley’s Dime Store, Greenberg’s Grocery, Swope Park, the neighborhood woods, Ladd Elementary School.  RJP
Finally, try your hand at elaborating on those items in your list using clauses and phrases:
In the dress-up box in the cubby hole, I found a box of shiny brown hair that turned out to be that of my gray-haired mother, blue taffeta formal that Carol wore to the Central High School sorority dance, and Aunt Polly’s falsies, which I stuffed into my flat bodice to mimic her grown-up shape. RJP
In photographs on the oak dresser, an array of friendly relatives peers out at me: ancient uncles restrained in their strict vests, bosomy aunties in plain dark dresses with lace bodices; cousins with slicked-back hair, parted in the middle, wearing strained grins; my grandmother with her thin, Presbyterian lips. RJP


6. Try creating one good, strong tie between two sentences so that the words “speak to each other.” This echo of ideas is called a collocation, and can help make your piece coherent.

Every kid and widow in town congregated at our house. Miss Effie Jean Frontaberger even called the preacher thinking something terrible had happened.

