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Nowadays it seems you often hear about delivery. A local pizza company advertises that
if it doesn’t deliver a hot pizza to your front door within thirty minutes, you get it for
free. Australia Post delivers. A prominent mattress company promises free delivery to
any customer who purchases one by a certain date. The Prime Minister delivered the
opening address at Monash University. A taxi driver helped a woman deliver a baby in
the back of his car.
What do writers deliver?
Writing is a form of communication, a word that can be defined as the process
of transferring information from one entity to another. (For the time being, let’s
leave aside the issue of personal writing, which is less about communicating and
more about reflecting or ruminating for oneself.) Writers string together written
words, forming them into lines or sentences in order to communicate ideas,
thoughts, feelings, arguments, events, perceptions and insights.
Writers deliver meaning. At least this is how writing has typically been taught.
We instruct the young writer to write clear, concise sentences so the meaning
(ideas, facts, arguments, information) will be clearly understood by the reader. It is
a practical, go-and-fetch-it model, one that conjures up the image of a dog at the
beach happily plunging into the surf, retrieving a ball, bringing it back to shore and
laying it at his owner’s feet.
Since meaning is the headline act, naturally it gets top billing. And while the
actual language used in the writing is acknowledged in most assessments (“word
choice”, “fluency”), it is mostly seen as a means to the end, like the stick used by
a blind woman as she makes her way down the footpath. This is an intriguing
description of writing, and it certainly has some validity, but it leaves out an
important part of the story.
Writers play with language.
Skilled writers do not always follow the shortest route between themselves and
their meaning. Rather, they often deliberately play with language along the way.
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Such play is not subordinate to meaning. In fact this language play – what I’ll call
pyrotechnics in this book – is often what the writing is about.
I am defining pyrotechnics as deliberate playfulness with language used by writers
to create a particular kind of effect as well as the specific tools used to create that
effect. This term includes but is not limited to the following:
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puns and double meanings
invented words
allusions
expressions and idioms
metaphors and similes
hyperbole
onomatopoeia
alliteration
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In addition, this book will explore various stylistic techniques that operate on
the sentence level, including sentences that break the rules, “reversible raincoat”
sentences, very short sentences and sentences that use a 3-2-1 (or 1-2-3) cadence.
Sometimes when reading a piece of writing we encounter pyrotechnics that, like
fireworks, make us ooh and aah. Natalie Babbitt’s novel Tuck Everlasting begins with
a comparison that is as unlikely as it is pitch-perfect:

ke

The first week of August hangs at the very top of summer, the top of the live-long
year, like the highest seat of a Ferris wheel when it pauses in its turning.
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But not all fireworks are meant to be dazzling. Sparklers, for one, attempt
a much more modest effect. Some pyrotechnics used by writers are quieter and
subtler, for example, exchanging one word in a passage for another to make it sound
better and flow more smoothly. An early draft of my book Twilight Comes Twice
(1997b) contained these lines:
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Dawn illuminates
the empty baseball field
polishing the diamond
until it shines.

SHP0294 • 9781760560294 • © 2017 Hawker Brownlow Education

5

PYROTECHNICS AND PLAY

rB

ro
w

nl
o

w

Ed
uc

at

io
n

I sent this draft to Nina Ignatowicz, my editor. A few days later she phoned
to talk about this stanza. Nina has a strong Hungarian accent so I had to listen
carefully to catch all her words.
“I like the double meaning of ‘polishing the diamond’,” she began. “But I’m not
sure about illuminating.”
“Why?” I asked her.
“Illuminating is a word that calls attention to itself,” she said. “It’s a real
mouthful, five syllables. And it seems rather formal, don’t you think?”
“Maybe it is,” I admitted.
“Illuminating is a seventy-five-cent word,” Nina continued. “I’m thinking we might
need something a little less … pricey. I suggest you take it down a notch.”
We talked for another half-hour. It seemed slightly absurd to spend so much
time talking about a single word. But with a brief text like a poem or a picture book,
every word matters. I knew that the sound/feel/flow of the language would be every
bit as important as the book’s subject. I assured Nina that I would rethink my choice
of illuminating, and hung up.
Experience had taught me to trust Nina’s ear, so I read and reread the stanza,
both separately and in context with the other stanzas. Gradually I began to realise
that she was right – illuminating was not the right word. I began to play around
with other possibilities, auditioning simpler words as possible replacements. Here’s
the final version:
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Dawn slowly brightens
the empty baseball field,
polishing the diamond
until it shines.

We write with the ear as much as with the eye or the mind. I believe that
writing teachers and student writers might do well to shift attention from the what
(subject/meaning) to the how (language). While constructing a text, skilled writers
continually ask themselves:
Does this sentence have the sound and rhythm I want?
Do I want the words in this sentence to have a smooth flow? Or (if the content
is disturbing, for instance) do I want it to sound discordant and jarring?
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What effect is created by having a long sentence followed by a smaller one?
What puns or double meanings could be teased out by altering this common
phrase or familiar expression?
How can I write something new and unexpected?
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Consider this issue in light of a favourite topic: food. The purpose of a dinner
party isn’t merely to sate your guests’ hunger – they could easily go to the local
greasy spoon for that – but rather to take them on a gastronomic journey. Certainly
you want the food to taste good, but it’s much more than that. You plan, prepare
and cook the food so that it has the proper texture, crunch, visual and flavourful
variety. The spices should be in harmonious balance with each other. Writers know
the same thing. If you want to make your writing memorable to readers, you must
give them an aesthetic experience.
My colleague Dan Feigelson, author of Practical Punctuation (2008), talks
about ebb and flow as essential components of any learning dynamic. Whenever
we learn something new we begin by trying to educate ourselves (ebb): building
awareness, absorbing information, taking a crash course on the subject. In time we
find ourselves ready to apply (flow) what we have learned. As we’ll see, both ebb
and flow feature prominently in helping students gain mastery over these powerful
pyrotechnics used by writers.
In this book we’ll look at language play from various perspectives. Like the
ripples created from a stone dropped in a pond, I’ll start from the personal (my
history, my own writing, writers I know) and then move outward to suggest ways
we might apply these notions to the writing classroom, to better nourish the young
writers who inhabit it.
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