Five Basic Brush Strokes

From Image Grammar by Harry R. Noden

1. Painting with Participles:  Participles are ing and ed verbs tacked on the beginning or end of a sentence.

Example:  "The diamond-scaled snakes attacked their prey."

Better:  "Hissing, slithering, and coiling, the diamond-scaled snakes attacked their prey."

*You can also add participial phrases to improve your writing:

Examples:  "Hissing their forked red tongues and coiling their cold bodies, the diamond-scaled snakes attacked their prey."

Shifting the weight of the line to his left shoulder and kneeling carefully, he washed his

hand in the ocean and held it there, submerged, for more than a minute, watching the

blood trail away and the steady movement of the water against his hand as the boat

moved. --- Old Man and the Sea by Ernest Hemingway

2. Painting with Absolutes:  Absolutes are two-word combinations -- a noun and an ing or ed verb added onto a sentence.

Example:  "The cat climbed the tree,"

Better:  "Claws digging, feet kicking, the cat climbed the tree,"

"The mountain climber edged along the cliff, hands shaking, feet trembling."

*You can also add absolute phrases to improve your writing.

Examples:  "Feet trembling on the snow-covered rocks,  the mountain climber edged along the cliff."

The mummy was moving. The mummy’s right arm was outstretched, the torn wrappings

hanging from it, as the being stepped out of its gilded box! The scream froze in her

throat. The thing was coming towards her---towards Henry, who stood with his back to

it-- moving with a weak, shuffling gait, that arm outstretched before it, the dust rising

from the rotting linen that covered it, a great smell of dust and decay filling the room.
--- The Mummy by Anne Rice

3. Painting with Appositives:  Appositives are nouns that add a second image to a preceding noun.

Example:  "The raccoon enjoys eating turtle eggs."

Better: "The raccoon, a scavenger, enjoys eating turtle eggs."

*You can also add appositive phrases to improve your writing.

Examples: "The raccoon, a midnight scavenger who roams lake shorelines in search of food,  enjoys eating turtle eggs."

Plowing through the choppy gray waters, a phalanx of ships bore down on Hitler's

Europe: fast new attack transports, slow rust-scarred freighters, small ocean liners,

channel steamers, hospital ships, weather-beaten tankers, and swarms of fussing tugs.

Barrage balloons flew above the ships. Squadrons of fighter planes weaved below the

clouds. And surrounding this cavalcade of ships packed with men, guns, tanks, and

motor vehicles, and supplies came a formidable array of 702 warships. --- June 6, 1944:

The Longest Day by Cornelius Ryan

4. Painting with Adjectives Shifted Out of Order:
Example:  "The large, red-eyed, angry bull moose charged the intruder."

Better: "The large bull moose, red-eyed and angry, charged the intruder."

Example:  "And then, suddenly, in the very dead of the night, there came a clear, resonant, unmistakable sound to my ears."

Better: "And then, suddenly, in the very dead of the night, there came a sound to my ears, clear, resonant, unmistakable "  Sir Arthur Conan Doyle.

"I could smell Mama, crisp and starched, plumping my pillow, and the cool muslin pillowcase touched both my ears as the back of my head sank into all those feathers."  Robert Newton Peck.

At the edge of sand was a line of tangled bushes, some of them bearing flowers of

red and blue. And beyond them, the stumps of buildings, looking like candles that

 had burned down almost to their ends, melted and blackened. --- Ben Bova

5. Painting with Action Verbs:
Example:  "The runaway horse was ridden into town by an old, white-whiskered rancher."

Better:  "The old, white-whiskered rancher rode the runaway horse into town."

Example: "The grocery store was robbed by two armed men."

Better:  "Two men robbed the grocery store."

When the cold comes to New England, it arrives in sheets of sleet and ice. In

December, the wind wraps itself around bare trees and twists in between husbands

and wives asleep in their beds. It shakes the shingles from the roofs and sifts rough

cracks in the plaster. --- Alice Hoffman 

