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INTRODUCTION





…


Embrace grammar as powerful and purposeful.


My first rock ’n’ roll record, a heavy 78 rpm vinyl disk, was “Hound Dog” by Elvis Presley. Most of the adults I knew thought that rock was “the devil’s music,” the pathway to moral degeneracy and juvenile delinquency. Even worse, they thought it would screw up our grammar. When they heard the King growl “You ain’t nothin’ but a hound dog,” the grown-ups would holler: “There ain’t no such word as ‘ain’t.’” Not to mention that double negative: “Well, if you ain’t nothin’, then you must be somethin’.”


Back then, our parents and teachers subscribed to the school of grammar we all learned in, well, grammar school. They framed grammar as a strict set of rules we must master in order to use language “correctly.” I did not know it then, but this school of grammar had a name. It was called prescriptive because it prescribed proper ways to use the English language.


I was an eighth grader at St. Aidan School in 1961, the year Webster’s Third included the word ain’t—without disapproval—for the first time. The conservators of language were outraged, denouncing the dictionary as a glorification of ignorance, and its editors as “permissive.” But the Webster’s team was doing nothing more or less than taking note of the way people actually used the language. These lexicographers were members of the descriptive school because they described the language used in spoken and written English.


More than a half century later, the grammar wars rage on, with the prescribers and describers professing antagonistic visions of what constitutes grammar, how it is learned, and how it should be taught. It is in this contentious context that I offer for your consideration The Glamour of Grammar.


If you are holding this book in your hands, it means that the English language lives inside you. That is a wonderful gift, one that many of you learned from the cradle, one that will grow with you until you whisper “Rosebud” or whatever your final word happens to be. But you have an even greater power at your fingertips. It comes not when your language lives inside you, but when you begin to live inside your language.


To help you live that life, this book invites you to embrace grammar in a special way, not as a set of rules but as a box of tools, strategies that will assist you in making meaning as a reader, writer, or speaker. Living inside the language requires a grammar of purpose, a grammar of effect, a grammar of intent. This type of grammar puts language into action. It doesn’t shout at you, “No, no, no,” but gives you a little push and says, “Go, go, go.” This type of grammar enables us to practice the three behaviors that mark us as literate human beings: it helps us write with power, read with a critical eye, and talk about how meaning is made.


These reflections lead me to the purpose of this book’s fabulous title, The Glamour of Grammar. At first glance, the phrase must seem oxymoronic, as paradoxical as a sequined pocket protector. Was there ever in the popular imagination a word less glamorous than grammar? But what if I were to tell you that at one time in the history of our language, grammar and glamour were the same word? Need proof? Let’s consult the Oxford English Dictionary.


The bridge between the words glamour and grammar is magic. According to the OED, glamour evolved from grammar through an ancient association between learning and enchantment. There was a time when grammar described not just language knowledge but all forms of learning, which in a less scientific age included things like magic, alchemy, astrology, even witchcraft.


Evan Morris, editor and publisher of “The Word Detective,” leads us through the maze:


“Glamour” and “Grammar” are essentially the same word. In classical Greek and Latin, “grammar” (from the Greek “grammatikos,” meaning “of letters”) covered the whole of arts and letters, i.e., high knowledge in general. In the Middle Ages, “grammar” was generally used to mean “learning,” which at the time included, at least in the popular imagination, a knowledge of magic. The narrowing of “grammar” to mean “the rules of language” was a much later development, first focusing on Latin, and only in the 17th century extended to the study of English and other languages.


Meanwhile, “grammar” had percolated into Scottish English (as “gramarye”), where an “l” was substituted for an “r” and the word eventually became “glamour,” used to mean specifically knowledge of magic and spells.



Even though the association between grammar and glamour is surprising, it’s not hard to find a trail of connections leading to modern usage. In popular gothic stories detailing the misadventures of witches and vampires, the word glamor (without a u)—as both a noun and a verb—describes a magic spell that puts someone in a trance or makes a person forget. When we see a glamorous movie star walking down a red carpet, don’t we sometimes hear the words magical, alluring, and enchanting?


The word grammar has taken a bit of a nosedive since the days when some tipsy scholar north of Hadrian’s Wall mixed up his r’s with his l’s. Today grammar connotes everything unglamorous: absentminded professors; fussy schoolteachers; British grammazons with binding names like Lynne Truss; nagging perfectionists; pedantic correctionists; high-school students asleep at their desks, stalactites of drool hanging from their lips. Long lost from grammar are associations with power, magic, enchantment, and mystical energy.


I’ve written The Glamour of Grammar so that you can feel that energy and put it to use. You will be guided by the broadest definition of grammar possible, used here to include pronunciation, spelling, punctuation, syntax, usage, lexicography, etymology, language history, diction, semantics, rhetoric, literature, and poetics. Words and definitions that now seem strange to you will become familiar and practical.


I’ve organized the grammar tools into these simple parts, extending from the subatomic level of language to the meta-physical:

Part One. Words: These tools deal with the smallest units of meaning: sounds, letters, symbols, words that help turn thought into language. You’ll discover that no distinction is too small, that parts of speech can cross-dress, and that language is a source of limitless creativity.

Part Two. Points: To work together, words need help. They need connecting words, and they need punctuation. All methods of punctuation point the way for the reader, gathering, linking, separating, and emphasizing what truly matters. These marks are more than squiggles on the page. They are the ligaments of meaning and purpose.

Part Three. Standards: To make meaning with clarity and consistency, users of language lean on conventions, sets of informal agreements about what constitutes proper and improper usage. Violations of these are often perceived as errors. But to describe these standards as “rules” is to underestimate their value. As “tools” they offer strategic options for the speaker, reader, and writer.

Part Four. Meaning: Most human beings are born with the capacity to create an infinite number of sentences, each with the potential to capture meaning in a powerful way. While the number of sentences may be limitless, their forms are limited enough so that we can master them and influence how meaning is made and how it is experienced in the minds of an audience.

Part Five. Purpose: The tools of language, it turns out, are morally neutral, which is to say that good people can use them for good effects, and bad people can use them to lie, exploit, even to enslave. Living inside the language enables you to use grammar with a mission, to embrace ways of reading, writing, and speaking that inspire virtues such as justice, empathy, and courage.


With its practical and purposeful approach, The Glamour of Grammar tries to make grammar useful and memorable. Every little lesson in this book points to an immediate application. A feature called “Keepsakes” ends each chapter, reviewing the most important points in ways that can be saved, savored, and remembered, and offering a few fun exercises. Why learn grammar if you’re not going to use it with intent? Why spell except to symbolize spoken words and avoid distracting the reader? Why punctuate except to point the reader toward pace, emphasis, and meaning? Why learn to identify subjects and verbs unless you can join them to achieve a specific effect?


I hope that this rhetorical grammar will help you grow in confidence and understanding so that you can master the rules, turn them into tools, and use those tools to break the rules with a purpose. On the inside, language will feel like muscle, not magic. I hope you will come to identify with my enthusiasm (a word that once meant “to have God in you”), just as I identify with lovers of the language such as Bryan A. Garner, author and editor of A Dictionary of Modern American Usage, who in my opinion is an apostle of a grammar of intent:

The reality I care about most is that some people will want to use the language well. They want to write effectively; they want to speak effectively. They want their language to be graceful at times and powerful at times. They want to understand how to use words well, how to manipulate sentences, and how to move about in the language without seeming to flail. They want good grammar, but they want more: they want rhetoric in the traditional sense. That is, they want to use the language deftly so that it’s fit for their purposes. [my emphasis]


That paragraph makes the perfect distinction between rules and tools. It helps me understand that my interests in the technical aspects of language extend beyond simple correctness. I want to use these tools for effect, to help the reader learn, laugh, cringe, and turn the page.


For the lover of language, lessons come from everywhere, as British novelist and scholar David Lodge describes: “That is why a novelist… must have a very keen ear for other people’s words… and why he cannot afford to cut himself off from low, vulgar, debased language; why nothing linguistic is alien to him, from theological treatises to backs of cornflakes packets, from the language of the barrack room to the language of, say, academic conferences.” I got that message, even at age eight, when my teacher was Elvis Presley. By age thirteen, I was buried in hagiography and pornography; treatises on politics and stories about vampires; holy cards and baseball cards; scholarly books and comic books; the highest and the lowest our culture had to offer. I was living inside the English language.
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Words


Living inside the language requires a love of words: the sound of words in the air, the sight of words on the page or screen, the feelings and images created by words in our hearts and heads. Words can even stimulate our senses; I can almost smell pungent, taste honeycomb, touch sandpaper.


In the practical world of language, many people want to become more literate. They want to read with insight, write with persuasive power, and speak with some authority. For such a person, words fly in all directions—from head to hands, from page to eyes, from mouth to ear, from ear and eye to head—in a brilliant recursive spiral that defines our humanity and, for believers, our share of divinity.


“In the beginning was the Word,” says the Bible. “The word is love,” sang the Beatles. Groucho Marx told his quiz-show contestants: “Say the secret word [pronounced “woid”] and win a prize.” What’s the word? Word up! Word to your mother. The word word derives from the Latin verbum, which gives us verb, verbal, and for the windy among us verbose.


Some words, cathedral, for example, are large and spectacular, while others, on or off, are small and functional, barely noticeable in a text. But if you love words, no word is insignificant. No part of a word can be changed without some impact, even if it’s just a brief recognition of an alternate spelling.


This section begins with that great storehouse of words, the dictionary. We then turn to letters, how they make smooth sailing possible through spelling, and how, over time, they seem to take on lives of their own, almost independent of the words they form.


Synonyms are stored in a thesaurus, a word that means “treasury.” A thesaurus is a resource that can teach us new words and, more important, help us recall ones we already know. We explore the roles words play in order to make meaning, roles commonly called parts of speech. But, as you’ll see, words can jump from role to role, sometimes in the same sentence.


There is no expression of language too small to spark the curiosity of the literate human being. Words can sound the same or almost the same, and be gathered or invented, the result of creative mistakes. Words can be long or short, English or foreign, amazing products of a history of usage that goes back thousands of years.
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Read dictionaries for fun and learning.


To live inside the language, I need the help of my two favorite dictionaries, which I will cite throughout this book: the Oxford English Dictionary (or OED) and the American Heritage Dictionary (or AHD). These two lexicons keep the history of our language at my fingertips, with the OED showing me where English has been and the AHD where it’s headed.


It was from the OED that I first learned, to my shock and delight, that the words grammar and glamour were related. It was 1971 when a professor sent us on a language scavenger hunt so we could get our hands on that twelve-volume “dictionary based upon historical principles.” This means that along with spellings, definitions, pronunciations, and parts of speech, the OED—thanks to the work of thousands of volunteers over seventy years—provides the word hunter with 1,827,306 examples of how and when the words came to be used in the English language, according to Simon Winchester, author of The Meaning of Everything.


So what? So let’s say the president of the United States uses the word crusade to build support for an American war against fanatics in the Middle East. You hear this or read it and have a gut feeling that it is not a wise word for the president to use, but you are not sure why. You decide to write about it, but first things first. As my mentor Don Fry would command: “Look it up in the OED!”


Here’s what you would find: The earliest known use of the word crusade in English appears in a historical chronicle dated 1577 and refers to the holy wars waged by European Christians in the Middle Ages “to recover the Holy Land from the Mohammedans.” Thirty years later, the word expands to define “any war instigated and blessed by the Church.” By 1786 the word is being used even more broadly to describe any “aggressive movement or enterprise against some public evil.” As luck would have it, the historical citation is expressed by a president of the United States, Thomas Jefferson, who encouraged a correspondent to “Preach, my dear Sir, a crusade against ignorance.”


Move forward in history to the forty-third president, George W. Bush, who promises a “crusade” against fanatics who attacked the United States on September 11, 2001. Those terrorists happened to be Islamic extremists waging their own jihad, or holy war, against American and European forces they call “the crusaders.” With this new knowledge, perhaps you will justify the president’s use of crusade by citing Jefferson’s secular example. Or perhaps you will cite the perils, as I did, of unintentionally evoking a dangerous historical precedent marked with a cross, the symbol of the crusaders.


A quarter hour of such language research lays a foundation on which to build an argument.


From glamour to grammar, from crusade to crusado, the OED can serve you as a time machine of language, not merely to satisfy nostalgic curiosity or a narrow intellectual interest but to set you down in the history of your language, providing valuable context, to assist you in your contemporary pursuit of meaning.


I confess intolerance for dichotomous thinking. When it comes to red-state versus blue-state politics, I’m a little bit purple. When the phonics reading zealots wage war against the “whole language” hordes, I stand on the fifty-yard line and shake my head. In a country versus rock debate, call me rockabilly. My favorite ice cream? Neapolitan. And when antagonists of descriptive and prescriptive grammar stand nose to nose, I grab the American Heritage Dictionary and hug it like a blanket.


The AHD offers a pragmatic reconciliation between “you must” and “you can,” thanks to a feature called the Usage Panel, a group of two hundred (originally one hundred) professional users of language who are consulted to discover their language opinions, which, of course, change over time. In simple terms, the editors of the AHD poll the panel to get a sense of its preferences. Writers can then make informed judgments when choosing one word or phrase over another.


In the beginning (1969), AHD editor William Morris explained:


To furnish the guidance which we believe to be an essential responsibility of a good dictionary, we have frequently employed usage-context indicators such as “slang,” “nonstandard,” or “regional.” But going beyond that, we asked a panel of 100 outstanding speakers and writers a wide range of questions about how the language is used today, especially with regard to dubious or controversial locutions. After careful tabulation and analysis of their replies, we have prepared several hundred usage notes to guide readers to effectiveness in speech and writing. As a consequence, this Dictionary can claim to be more precisely descriptive, in terms of current usage levels, than any heretofore published—especially in offering the reader the lexical opinions of a large group of highly sophisticated fellow citizens.



The popular, self-proclaimed “Grammar Girl” Mignon Fogarty points out in The Grammar Devotional that the publisher of the AHD, James Parton, created his new dictionary because he so loathed what he considered the permissive changes in Webster’s Third. “Yes,” writes Fogarty, “the American Heritage Dictionary and its usage panel exist because of passions over perceived intolerable faults in Webster’s Third.” You can detect a bit of that history in editor Morris’s skillful juxtaposition of the word “descriptive” and his characterization of the panel members as “highly sophisticated fellow citizens.” In other words: Teachers and parents, fear not. The rabble is not controlling our choices and recommendations.


Let’s look at one of the battleground words for describers and prescribers: hopefully. No one objects to the word when it is used as a standard adverb modifying a verb: “He marched hopefully across the stage to receive his diploma.” The intended meaning is “He marched with hope.” But hopefully is now more often used as something called a sentence adverb. An anxious parent might say, “Hopefully, he marched across the stage…,” meaning “I hope he marched across the stage.” Given that possibility, the listener may experience an unintended ambiguity. We can’t tell whether the student or the parent had the hope. So should you ever use hopefully as a sentence adverb? Not according to a majority of the Usage Panel: “It might have been expected… that the initial flurry of objections to hopefully would have subsided once the usage became well established. Instead, critics appear to have become more adamant in their opposition. In the 1969 Usage Panel survey, 44 percent of the Panel approved the usage, but this dropped to 27 percent in our 1986 survey.” On the other hand, 60 percent of that 1986 panel approved the use of mercifully as a sentence adverb in: “Mercifully, the game ended before Notre Dame could add another touchdown to the lopsided score.” If I am to be guided by the Usage Panel, I find mercifully in play, but hopefully out.


I still confuse different from and different than. The Usage Panel comes to the rescue: “Different from and different than are both common in British and American English…. Since the 18th century, language critics have singled out different than as incorrect, though it is well attested in the works of reputable writers. According to the traditional guidelines, from is used when the comparison is between two persons or things: My book is different from yours. Different than is more acceptably used… where the object of comparison is expressed by a full clause: The campus is different than it was 20 years ago.”


Who knew you could vote on grammar and usage? But that is exactly how the Usage Panel reaches a decision, a liberating process that makes transparent the quirky human path to conventional usage.




KEEPSAKES


•  The Oxford English Dictionary tells you where the English language has been; the American Heritage Dictionary helps you understand where it is headed.


•  The OED is based on historical principles, which means that the earliest examples of a word’s use are included with the definition.


•  The AHD is a descriptive lexicon with an escape hatch. It includes nonstandard uses of a word but offers advice on appropriate usage through a panel of language experts.


•  In addition to the Usage Panel, the AHD includes these features: marginal photos and other pictorial images that help you visualize, learn, and remember a word; most of the obscene and profane words omitted by the OED, that most proper and Victorian lexicon; the names of noteworthy people and places, giving it a bit of an encyclopedic feel; explanatory blocks that describe interesting word histories; lists of synonyms, with advice on how to distinguish among shades of meaning.


•  For the record, my publisher follows Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary.
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Avoid speed bumps caused by misspellings.


This chapter will help you remember why good spelling matters, how it can mean the difference between public and pubic. But first let me sit in wonder at another link between language and enchantment. Just as we learned that the word glamour was a corrupted form of grammar, connected by the use of prescribed language as a magical charm, so now we must confront the ancient associations between the spelling of a word and the casting of a spell.


The word spell has many important meanings in the history of our language, most of them related to the idea of story, tale, or news. We know, for example, that the word gospel translates from the Old English to “good news” or “good tidings.” All the modern meanings of spell derive from those traditional associations.


Consider these definitions of spell from the OED:




as a verb: “To name or set down in order the letters of (a word or syllable); to enunciate or write letter by letter; to denote by certain letters in a particular order”


as a noun: “A set of words, a formula or verse, supposed to possess occult or magical powers; a charm or incantation; a means of accomplishing enchantment or exorcism”





The word appears in both senses, and others, in a number of William Shakespeare’s plays.


Language and magic. Where is the connection? Think about it this way: when we form letters to write words, we create something out of nothing, so that the still air or the empty space on a page fills with meaning, as if a wizard created a blizzard from a clear blue sky.


But if spelling has the power to express, misspellings have the power to distract and confound. We know that the spelling of a word is arbitrary, a social agreement based on precedent and convention. British spellers prefer programme, centre, cheque, and humour to the conventional American spellings. And how do you spell butterfly? Well, if you are Spanish, you spell it mariposa; if you are French, you watch a papillon flutter by. An English professor once asked a class, “How important can spelling be if the family of Shakespeare, the greatest writer in our culture, spelled his name forty-four different ways?” But, as you are about to see, incorrect spelling—a single missing or misplaced letter—can make all the difference in the world, can turn art into an ars.


When I was just a little writer—skinny, myopic, prepubescent, growing up in a New York suburb—I began to feel the first tremors of emerging manhood, and I felt them most powerfully in the presence of a local teenage girl whose nickname was Angel Face. She even wore a brown leather jacket with that name embroidered across the back.


Truth be told, she did have the face of a 1950s-style teen cherub: bright blue eyes framed by a pixie hairdo; a button nose; a little bow of a mouth painted bright red. Along with the leather jacket, she wore pedal pushers, those ultratight forerunners of capri pants.


Each day Angel Face would strut down the hill past my house, and I would spot her, like a bird-watcher, through the picture window. One day this reverie vanished with the sudden appearance of my mother, who snuck up behind me and pierced the bubble of my fantasy with this crack:


“Huh. There goes old Angle Face.”


“You mean Angel Face,” I snapped.


“Take another look, buddy boy, that stupid little juvenile delinquent misspelled her name on her jacket.”


And so it was. A-n-g-e-l Face was really A-n-g-l-e Face, and I could never look at her the same way again, even when she wore her red pedal pushers or the shortest of her shorts.


But you might be thinking, If old Angle Face were a teen today, she’d have the advantage of a spell-checker on her computer. But since angle and angel are both properly spelled words, a spell-checker would not (and as I typed this did not) highlight a problem. My checker alerted me of a mistake with ars, the antique version of arse, or ass, and a Chaucerian pun making fun of pretentious “art.” Instead of ars, my spell-checking minions suggest that I use airs, arts, arks, arcs, or arms.


Why master spelling, except to make meaning as a reader and writer? The magic will not work if you write allusion when you mean illusion, except to turn you, like Bottom in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, into a fool wearing donkey ears, an ass and an ars. To avoid that fate, I suggest these specific strategies:



	Rent the movie Spellbound, or watch a televised national spelling bee. You’ll be inspired by all those nerdy kids who have worked so hard to be so smart. In the third grade I won a school spelling bee by getting mirror correct but lost the following year by stumbling on mention. I could spell mirror in third grade because I had read and reread the story of Snow White (“Mirror, mirror, on the wall…”).


	Commit yourself to more reading and to noticing difficult words you bump into along the way.


	Memorize a list of the most commonly misspelled words in public life. Here’s a starter kit: accommodate, camaraderie, definitely, hemorrhage, inoculate, pastime, seize, siege, threshold. (You’ll find a fuller list in Appendix A.)


	And, finally, don’t rely on spell-checkers. Use a dictionary. You don’t need to be a nerd to learn how to spell a word. It’s not magic. Look it up.





The impulse to spell correctly and consistently is a relatively modern development, writes author and dictionary editor Ammon Shea in the New York Times:


For most of the history of the language, English speakers took a lackadaisical approach to spelling; the notion that a word should always be spelled the same way is a much more recent invention than the language itself…. And although it is unclear at exactly what point our spelling became set,… people have complained that the rules of spelling, such as they are, just don’t make sense.



It is important to note that even when spelling becomes more stable in a language, pronunciation can continue to change, which may be why so many of our -ough words are pronounced so differently, as in though, through, and tough, a thorny problem for those trying to learn English as a second language.




KEEPSAKES


•  Each writer has some words that never fail to befuddle. One simple solution is to collect words that you misspell in a notebook or a file. You will find that the act of making the list will help you remember and master words that are tough for you to spell. Check out the list of difficult spelling words in Appendix A. Add words that are on your personal list but not included in this book.


•  Use your computer’s spell-checker, of course, but don’t depend on it. It may not capture homophones, words that sound alike but are spelled differently, such as currant and current. And it may question unusual or new words not in its database.


•  Remember the two purposes of accurate spelling: (1) to convey the word you intend; (2) to avoid distracting the reader when you make a spelling mistake.
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Adopt a favorite letter of the alphabet.


My great friend Pegie Stark Adam is a visionary. She sees things that I can’t see. A designer and an artist, she sees shapes, perspectives, and especially colors in creative ways. The way Pegie sees colors is something like the way I see words, even letters. To me, individual letters seem to have a secret meaning, as if they could be detached from the words they help form.


The letter z works that way for me. Of course it comes last, the omega point in the alphabet—so we associate it with finality. At the beginning of words, z can be playful: zany, zoo, Zorro, zippy, zilch. But when it’s in the middle, I see trouble: Nazi, lazy, crazy, Uzi.


That U in Uzi reminds me of how unusual and distinctive that rarest of vowels looks on the page, especially when there are more than one of them, as in Ursula or usury or usufruct or undulate or ululate, or my new favorite twenty-one-letter word humuhumunukunukuapua’a, the Hawaiian fish that “go swimming by” in the old song “My Little Grass Shack” (which should be sung to the tune of a ukulele, a Hawaiian word that means “jumping flea,” a metaphor for the musician’s finger action on the strings. Don’t forget to wear your muumuu). U in the title Ulysses has the look of a sacred vessel, a Grecian urn, and James Joyce’s novel begins with the phrase “Stately, plump Buck Mulligan…” Lots of U-ness there.


The letter o suggests an alluring or erotic roundness, orifices waiting to be filled, hence the infamous Story of O, but two of them together (OO) look like fake boobs on an exotic dancer, or two fat men fighting for a seat on the bus: zoot, moot, booze, tattoo, kangaroo.


Then there is the letter v, the favorite of playwright and performance artist Eve Ensler, author of The Vagina Monologues and founder of V-Day, a celebration of five thousand performances of her play in 130 countries. When asked by the New York Times what the V in V-Day stood for, Ensler responded: “For vagina and victory-over-violence and Valentine’s Day. A lot of beautiful words begin with V—voluptuous, vulva, volcanic, vulnerability.” She easily could have added: velvet, venery, Venus, vestal virgin, and Vesuvius. (But not vermin, venom, vicious, or Viagra.)


Which brings us to x. We all must bear our crosses, but this letter, which seems carefree as the figurehead of xylophone and X-ray, casts a dark mark on the meaning of most words it infects: hex, sex, XXX, X-rated, X-Men, toxin, Ex-Lax, excess, “All my exes live in Texas,” excrement, extreme, Generation X, “X marks the spot,” X = the unknown.


Isn’t it interesting that even the illiterate are able to put their X on a legal document? Couldn’t they as easily put an O or a T? Why does X bear the burden of illiteracy? At a recent conference on the tabloid newspaper, one European editor noted that the letter x is the tabloid headline writer’s best friend: “No Exit for Sex Fiend.”


We know that the addition or subtraction of a single letter can dramatically alter meaning and mood. A moth can become a month; a friend can become a fiend. Learn to love the letter. The sound it symbolizes. The look on the page. The words it helps form.





KEEPSAKES


For those living inside the language, each sound, each letter offers potential delight and meaning.




•  Make believe you have a favorite letter. Write the letter on a piece of paper and then randomly list words that begin with that letter. Read the words aloud. Consult the AHD, and write down other interesting words that begin with your letter. Now write a hundred-word profile of your favorite letter.


•  Imagine you and your spouse will soon welcome a new child, and you have to select a name. Rather than starting with words, imagine your child will go through life with the most interesting initials, say RPC. From those initials derive some possible names.


•  The letters l and r are called liquid consonants because they roll off the tongue. You can hear and feel the flow in a phrase like “roll out the barrel,” as opposed to the friction and vibration caused by “shuck and jive.” Browse through the dictionary under the letters l and r and make a list of the most “liquid” words you can find.
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Honor the smallest distinctions—even between a and the.


When you live inside the English language, you will find yourself tinkering with a and the. The switch from one to the other can bring dramatic changes in meaning, tone, and reader response. What if the title of the classic book and movie had been Gone with a Wind?


When Neil Armstrong became the first person to set foot on the moon, his words, now part of history, came across as garbled and confusing. It sounded like he said “That’s one small step for man, one giant leap for mankind.” For years I scratched my head, uncertain of the difference between “man” and “mankind” until someone suggested that an “a” was missing: “That’s one small step for a man, one giant leap for mankind.” That single letter a can mean the world—and in this case the moon.


I remember the day, not long ago, I was preparing to meet with the mayor of my hometown, St. Petersburg, Florida, with the goal of persuading His Honor to proclaim to the world that we lived in “A City of Writers.” But the first time I wrote that phrase, it came out “The City of Writers.” A friend asked, “Do we want to be ‘the city’ or ‘a city’?” I couldn’t decide. I was definitely indefinite. But I knew that the distinction mattered.


Thanks to a favorite book, Authors at Work, I can hold in my hands a photo of the original manuscript of “To a Skylark” by nineteenth-century poet Percy Bysshe Shelley. Very clearly, I see where the poet has revised his title. The handwritten original reads “To the Sky-Lark.” The same hand has crossed out the “the” and replaced it with “a.” What, I wondered, did the poet have in mind?


In the specialized language about language, the words the and a (and an) are called articles. And, in a distinction that is not as useful as it sounds, a is called an indefinite article, while the is termed definite. The denotes definite, specific nouns; a and an do not.


There are cases where the the seems to define the word it modifies, as in publications such as The New York Times, or when overzealous Buckeye football fans in Columbus insist that they attend THE (pronounced “Thee”) Ohio State University, as if it were the only one.


Check out this sentence by Robert Atwan taken from his foreword to The Best American Essays 2007:


But the hardy type of essay that evolved from Montaigne’s innovative prose has long been identified as the essay, and it has received many labels over the centuries: the informal essay, the periodical essay, the moral essay, the anecdotal essay, the familiar essay, the personal essay, the true essay, and even… the “right” essay.



If you are a counter, you will find eleven definite articles in this single sentence, but one carries in the author’s mind more definite weight than the others, so he casts it in italics: the essay.


Historian Michael Kazin understood the importance of the in his reflection on the status of his famous father, author Alfred Kazin:


He routinely wrote long pieces for The New York Times Book Review, and, on occasion, the identifying caption would read, “the critic and teacher Alfred Kazin.” The authority of that definite article!… Anyone who didn’t [know him] was clearly a newcomer to serious literary conversation and needed a quick, if subtle, lesson about who deserved a “the” and who did not. (from The Chronicle of Higher Education, December 21, 2007)



One way to feel the difference between the words a and the is to take familiar titles and change one article to the other:




The Day to Remember


A Godfather


A Holy Bible


A Great Gatsby


The House Is Not the Home


Land of the Thousand Dances


A Power and a Glory


The Little Night Music


The Man for All Seasons


“A Star-Spangled Banner”


The Separate Peace


A Catcher in a Rye


A Wizard of Oz





Not long ago, I encountered this sentence in an e-mail message: “The Internet is an internet.”


I’d like to object for a moment, on behalf of the word a, to the designation indefinite. For while a may not give us the defining example, it offers an effect writers crave: the power of particularity (“one small step for a man” or “a star rose in the East”). This is why Shelley crosses out “the” and replaces it with “a”: because he does not want you to see or hear the “idea” of the bird as a surrogate for the poet before experiencing the bird in all its physical splendor:




Higher still and higher


From the earth thou springest,


Like a cloud of fire;


The blue deep thou wingest,


And singing still does soar and soaring ever singest.





At the end of the day, I chose “A City of Writers” rather than “The City of Writers” so as not to turn my palm-treed metropolis into an ideal. St. Pete is a real place, not an abstraction, and might become “a” model for others. There is a humility in a, not present in the, often used to exaggerate the truth for marketing purposes, as in “The one and only!”


Columnist George Will wrote this about the war in Iraq: “Nancy Pelosi says the surge has not ‘produced the desired effect.’ ‘The’? The surge has produced many desired effects, including a pacification that is a prerequisite for the effect—political reconciliation—to which Pelosi refers.”


After I wrote a draft of this chapter, I found an opportunity to play with the meaning of the to full effect. The occasion was a meeting with country-western legend Roy Clark before a concert. For most of my life, I had to deal with jokes about whether I played the guitar (I do!) or whether I was related to the star of the old television variety series Hee Haw. In a feature story I referred to him as “the Roy Clark”: “For most of my adult life, I’ve had to answer the question: Are you the Roy Clark, sometimes in jest, and sometimes, over the phone, with serious anticipation.” I introduced him to my wife, Karen, who said to him, “I’m married to Roy Clark!” “Well, bless your heart,” said the Roy Clark.


Novelist Joseph Heller in Catch-22 reveals how little bits of language can mean a lot. His famous protagonist Captain Yossarian is assigned the tedious job of censoring letters written home from the war front by enlisted men:


To break the monotony he invented games. Death to all modifiers, he declared one day, and out of every letter that passed through his hands went every adverb and every adjective. The next day he made war on articles. He reached a much higher plane of creativity the following day when he blacked out everything in the letters but a, an and the. That erected more dynamic intralinear tensions, he felt, and in just about every case left a message far more universal.



Yossarian went on, no doubt, to teach postmodern literary theory at Yale.


Here’s the moral of this story: If you are working inside the language, no decision is too small. The subtlest of changes with the smallest words can create the most dramatic effects. Consider the weight of the definite article (used as a noun) at the end of this critique by author Mary McCarthy about the writings of her rival Lillian Hellman: “Every word she writes is a lie, including ‘and’ and ‘the.’”




ANOTHER DISTINCTION


There are occasions, of course, when an substitutes for a, a decision influenced by sound. The path to getting this right is simple and governed by your dialect and your ear. If a word begins with a consonant sound, use a. A vowel sound requires an. The key word in this lesson is sound, not letter. “A ball” or “an egg” is easy enough. But some initial vowels produce consonant sounds, which is why we’d say “He delivered a eulogy the family will remember for years,” or “That garage band was a one-hit wonder.” (The initial y or w sound governs.) The problem child, historically, has been the letter h. Even though h is a consonant, it stands silent (especially in England) at the beginning of some words. I’m inclined to write “She’s working on a historical novel, an honorable effort to be sure.” Two tips: (1) let your ear influence your choice; (2) check the stylebook that governs your profession.






KEEPSAKES


•  Little things mean a lot in reading and writing, including the distinction between a and the.


•  The words a, an, and the are called articles. A and an are indefinite articles, often used before nouns that “denote a single but unspecified person or thing.” The is the definite article, used before nouns that “denote specified persons or things.”


•  A is used before consonant sounds; an before vowel sounds. Local pronunciation influences this choice.


•  Writers often cut a and the to save space in brief online messages. Take care that such omissions do not detract from your meaning or distort your voice.
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Consult a thesaurus to remind yourself of words 
you already know.


If I use a distinctive word in a story—say, highfalutin, meaning “pompous or pretentious”—I want that word to stand out on the page, as in this couplet:




A Russian monk named Greg Rasputin


Was murdered by the highfalutin.





I don’t expect any poet anywhere to be salutin’ me for those lines. My point is that memorable words must be allowed to breathe. So I try to never, ever repeat a distinctive word on a page, unless I have a specific reason to do so. I created a term to describe this effect: word territory.


Because the issues here concern repetition and variation, we should pay attention to our old pal Mr. Synonym. I say “old pal” because in 1960 my mother bought me my first thesaurus, a word from the Greek that means “treasury.” What a lovely and useful concept: a book that is a treasure chest of words.


I dove in. Before long I was word drunk, incapable of using a short word when a long word would do. In no time I went from word drunk to word inebriated to word besotted. I became a word tippler, bibber, soaker, sponge reveler, drunkard, sot, wino, carouser, dipsomaniac, devotee of Bacchus.


No longer could you find in my little sixth-grade stories words like chew, drew, or screw. Instead, you’d get masticate, delineate, or fornicate. (I didn’t really write fornicate in sixth grade, but I wanted to. I went to Catholic school, after all.) It took me a while to break my show-offy (or exhibitionistic) addiction to the thesaurus. Then one day I figured it out: Don’t use the treasure book to look up long fancy new words. Use it to remind yourself of words you already know.


I arrived at that understanding while coaching a young writer who had written a profile of a medical examiner. Long before the CSI television mysteries, the doc’s autopsies would help police arrest murderers and rapists, so the writer wanted to emphasize the role of medical examiners as biodetectives. At one point he referred to them as “medical Sherlock Holmeses.” The writer expressed his dissatisfaction with that phrase. Sherlock Holmes sounded ugly in the plural and created a distracting, clumsy rhythm.


“Can you help me find an alternative?” he asked.


“Let’s take a look at the thesaurus,” I said.


Under detective we found several interesting synonyms: sleuth, spy, Sherlock, private dick, cop, investigator, gumshoe. Then our eyes settled on bloodhound. A dictionary gave us this definition for an informal usage: “a relentless pursuer,” which fit the doctor like a latex glove. More exciting was the discovery of a synonym that contained the word blood.


A teacher of mine once argued that there are no true synonyms. That was a useful lesson when we were deciding whether to call something a movie or a film. (One critic joked that you can’t call a cinematic work a film if the theater sells gummy bears in the lobby.) But what about rock and stone, O wise teacher? What about sofa and couch? I use those last two words interchangeably to describe the same piece of furniture, unless I’m at home watching my high-definition TV for hours, in which case I am never a “sofa potato”; or when I’m at my shrink’s office, in which case I am essentially “on the couch.” (No psychiatrist is permitted to own a sofa.)


Such reflection leads me back to word territory and an example I recently discovered from English literature. Let’s return to one of the most famous poems of the Romantic period, Shelley’s “To a Skylark.” The first line (“Hail to thee, blithe Spirit!”) is so often quoted that it inspired the title of the Noël Coward play Blithe Spirit. What follows is a gorgeous comparison of the songbird to the song of the poet. Here is the fourth stanza:




The pale purple even


Melts around thy flight;


Like a star of heaven,


In the broad daylight


Thou art unseen, but yet I hear thy shrill delight.





In the original manuscript, a copy of which is included in Authors at Work, I see that a revision has been made in that last line. Shelley replaced his original “blithe delight” with “shrill delight.” The effect is dazzling. Not only does the poet avoid repetition of the key word “blithe” from the poem’s first line, but he replaces it with a sound word, a delight that the reader can hear. That is, Shelley gives the distinctive words “blithe” and “shrill” their own space. More important, in his revision he did not choose a synonym at all but an example. Blithe means “carefree or lighthearted,” an abstraction made real by the shrill sound of the bird.




KEEPSAKES


•  Examine some of your recent work to see if you have unintentionally repeated a distinctive word. Consult a thesaurus to find a gem in the treasure chest.


•  The AHD offers these synonyms for blemish: imperfection, fault, defect, flaw, and then describes the shades of meaning among them. In addition to blemish, look up the following words, and study the distinctions of meaning and emphasis among lists of synonyms: difference, difficulty, encourage, endanger, fear, grand, inactive, incalculable, innate, lethargy.


•  Remember that words that seem to mean the same thing, such as rock / stone, sofa / couch, or naked / nude, may differ in sense based on context and association.
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Take a class on how to cross-dress 
the parts of speech.


Good morning, students.


Today’s lesson is on the parts of speech. Can anyone name them?


Wally? No, not the teeth, tongue, and lips. They are body parts that help you speak, but they are not the parts of speech.


Hermione? Very good, young lady. Yes, you got them all. Traditionally, there are eight parts of speech: noun, pronoun, verb, adjective, adverb, preposition, conjunction, and—hot dog!—my all-time favorite, the interjection.


Say that with me, class. Yes, with vigor: IN-TER-JEC-TION! Brilliant.


Let’s begin by shouting out a few examples of each. Ready class? Go!


[Much arm waving and shouting at the teacher.]




Noun: dog, Ralph, mistletoe, Oreo, education, taco, Mississippi, peace, music, pizza


Pronoun: I, we, he, she, it, they, them, him, her, who, whom, whomever, that, which


Verb: tumble, dictate, zigzag, is, are, was, were, enlist, inoculate, stab 


Adverb: speedily, tumultuously, harshly, dumbly, voraciously, democratically, tremulously, wherever, well, too


Adjective: skinny, enthusiastic, dire, rueful, industrious, yellow, distasteful, Cuban, conservative, phat


Preposition: off, on, in, out, over, through, to, under, above, about, throughout, with


Conjunction: and, but, yet, so, however, neither, nor, either, or


Interjection: Yikes! Whatever! Sheesh! Heck! Omigod! Awesome!





Let’s talk more about adjectives, shall we? An adjective is a word that changes, or [quote fingers] “modifies,” a noun. In “red barn,” for example, “red” is an adjective because it tells us what kind of barn it is. So “barn” is the noun, and “red” is the adjective.


Yes, Hermione?


You think “red” is a noun because it’s the name of a color—and you think “barn” could be an adjective, as in “barn owl,” because it modifies “owl.” Hmm.
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