Accurate, Vivid Writing

"If those who have studied the art of writing are in accord on any one point, it is on this: the surest way to arouse and hold the attention of the reader is by being specific, definite and concrete. The greatest writers...are effective largely because they deal in particulars and report the details that matter."—William Strunk, Jr., The Elements of Style
Compare the following pairs and see which you like better: food, or a turkey sandwich on wheat bread with havarti cheese and mustard?  A book, or a tattered, well-read black paperback copy of Kafka’s short stories?  Trash, or a crumpled Coke can shining bright red in the dirt?  You probably gravitate towards the examples with specific detail, the ones that paint a picture.  Think about why you like them.  They give you more information.  Because there's more for you to think about, they're just more interesting.  You feel like you are there because you can picture it, you can see it in your mind.  Think about what makes a good lie—lots of detail.  If you're able to remember something very specifically, then it must be true! The same principle is at work here. You want to say exactly how something is.

Now compare these pairs of sentences: "He was poor" or "He wore outdated clothes that looked like they had been picked up from the Goodwill store and stared at my sandwich while I ate it."  "It was dark" or "I couldn’t see the other end of the room."  "It was a beautiful day" or "The sky was blue and cloudless, and birds chirped in the trees."  "He ran by quickly" or "The girl behind me let out a yelp when I stepped on her foot while watching the race.  I turned around to briefly excuse myself, but by the time I turned back the lead runner had already passed."  
An important rule in writing is show, don't tell.  You don't just want to say something happened, you want to give us specific detail to prove your point, just like you need detail to prove an argument.  You want to show how we know someone was poor, or fast. If you just make statements, the reader won't be convinced.

Take a piece of writing that you've previously written and look for places where you can add specific detail and "showing."  Make sure you are using all five senses.  Make your piece one whole page longer.

(from http://www.pomegranatewords.com/lessons/vivid_writing.html)
Tips for Vivid Writing

Contrary to popular belief, you don’t get vivid writing by using vivid adjectives. Your writing is more likely to be vivid when you delete unnecessary words (especially unnecessary adjectives) and use more specific rather than general words.  Unfortunately, this statement really needs to be demonstrated—and of course you can’t do without adjectives altogether.  However, compare:
It was a beautiful Autumn day. The large trees in the park were bare and dead leaves covered the grass. Dan’s dogs galloped ahead of us, scattering coloured leaves behind them.
It was the type of perfect day only Autumn can bring. Dan’s Irish setters, galloping through the leaves discarded by the park’s ancient pin oaks and liquidambars, sent up showers of gold, red and purple in their wake.
(http://lbarker.orconhosting.net.nz/WritingRelated/vivid.html)
Make your Writing more VIVID 
By Beth Cornelison
As writers, we all aspire to create a compelling emotional response and a clear mental picture that will stay with our readers long after they finish the last page.  Memorable characters and powerful scenes are achieved through vivid writing.

But what is vivid writing?  You may recognize it when you read it in another author's work, but do you know how to create those same distinct images on the pages of your manuscript?

1. Here are a few suggestions that I believe will help you start on the path to more vivid writing. Be specific!  Choose your nouns well.  The more exact you can be when choosing nouns, the clearer the mental image you give your reader.  Don't simply tell the reader the woman had a dog.  Tell us what kind of dog.  For that matter, be more specific about the woman as well!  Doesn't 'the nun had a poodle' give a much clearer impression.  Think how different that impression is from 'the barmaid had a pit bull'.  So whenever possible, use specific nouns. 

2. Use strong verbs!  Just as nouns need to be specific, strong, precise verbs also paint a more vivid image.  For example:  the policeman went down the street.  Went is a weak verb.  How did he go down the street?  Consider:  the policeman strolled down the street.  The policeman raced down the street.  The policeman drove down the street.  The policeman skipped down the street.  All of these leave you with a different mental picture and yet essentially say the same thing ... the policeman went down the street.
Use of strong verbs can also help you avoid adverbs and cut wordiness.  Why say 'she spoke quietly' rather than 'she whispered'?  What about 'she walked angrily' rather than 'she stomped' or 'she stalked'? 

3. Avoid it.  Avoid what you say?  My point exactly!  'It' is a vague, nonspecific word.  Avoid 'it' whenever possible. 
Hilda sipped her coffee and looked out at the sunrise.  She decided she liked it after all.  What did she like?  She decided she like the view from her apartment after all, or she decided she liked Joe's special Colombian brew after all.  Starting a sentence with 'It' is also weak construction, generally speaking.  Instead of 'It made her sad to think about her father,' try 'Thinking about her father made her sad' or 'Thinking about her father depressed her.' 

Much more can be said about making your writing vivid, but I hope these suggestions give you a place to start.  The key is to be specific and to choose your words for the most impact.  Good luck and happy vivid writing!

(http://www.magespages.com/index2.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=59&pop=1&page=0&Itemid=54)

More Vivid Writing

Accurate, vivid words, whether they are nouns, verbs, adverbs, or adjectives, give your reader a more clear understanding of and appreciation for your topic.  The opposite is also true; if you misuse words (ones you don’t really understand), or words that are not accurate or specific, your reader may be confused and end up with a muddled picture of your topic and the points you are addressing.  Avoid general and slang terms; use precise, specific, and varied words!
Unclear Writing:
The engineer heard the politician speak about the issues; he disagreed with some of them.

In this case, we don’t have a clear picture of who is doing the disagreeing, or precisely which issues might be in dispute.  It is implied by the sentence that the engineer or the politician may have agreed with some points, yet disagreed with others, but we can’t tell for sure about either.  Be specific!
Clear, Specific Writing:

The engineer, Mr. Wang, heard Senator Adams speak about the issues behind constructing a new stadium.  Wang agreed with the politician on the points involving problems with traffic control, but disagreed that there would be any significant impact on air quality due to the relocation of the stadium.  

Word Choice:


Try to remember to say the same things in a variety of ways; if you are unsure how to vary words, use a thesaurus for some suggestions, but don’t just plug in a suggested word if you have never used it before or are unclear as to its meaning!  When in doubt, cross check the word with your dictionary.

Nouns:
· General: lady, man, building, town, place, thing, kids, writing, car

· Specific: Professor Allen; Mr. Scott; Douglass Hall; San Jose; Central Plaza; briefcase; children, youths, students, or young people; book, text, article, essay, magazine, or journal; Honda Accord, limousine, SUV

Verbs:

· General: says, goes, has, comes, walks, gets, sees

· Specific: states, comments, declares, asserts; travels, journeys, commutes, attends; possesses, includes, involves, contains; arrives, enters, attends, visits; struts, ambles, trudges, strides, glides, saunters; obtains, retrieves, receives, acquires, is allowed, is permitted, is given; observes, perceives, notices, witnesses, spots, glimpses, gazes upon, stares at.

Adverbs:

· General: fast, slowly, well, badly

· Specific: rapidly, quickly, speedily, swiftly, hastily; sluggishly, unhurriedly, at a snail’s pace, gradually; admirably, pleasingly, favorably, skillfully, accurately; evilly, poorly, naughtily, inadequately, roughly, imperfectly, shoddily, deficiently

Adjectives:

· General: tall, short, good, bad, nice, mean, easy, hard

· Specific: high, lofty, elevated, soaring, towering; diminutive, petite, dumpy, squat, undersized, dwarfed; positive, first-class, superior, fine, excellent; horrid, evil, disgusting, spoiled, inadequate, terrible, disappointing; pleasant, kind, polite, well-mannered; cruel, nasty, evil, vindictive; simple, trouble-free, effortless, uncomplicated; difficult, demanding, intense, complicated, impossible
