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Copy and Compose (revised 1/2/19)

Copy and Compose, A Guide to Prose Style 

by Winston Weathers and Otis Winchester (Prentice-Hall, 1969). 

Chapter 1: Basic Sentences (pages 6 – 40)
Although contemporary grammarians have applied more sophisticated definitions to a sentence, the familiar, traditional one is as useful as ever for the writer. A sentence is a group of words, consisting of at least a subject and verb, which expresses a complete thought. Sentences may be described as simple, compound, complex, compound-complex, elliptical, or by more specific rhetorical terms depending on their structure. Sentences are active or passive; loose or periodic; declarative, interrogative, exclamatory, imperative, or something else, depending largely on the order of their words. The sentence can be infinitely adapted by varying its length, structure, or the order of its parts. Virtually all sentences can be shortened or extended, compounded or complicated to fit any communication purpose. The order of elements in almost any sentence can be rearranged to make the sentence more articulate or eloquent.

There are certain rules of thumb for writing clear, effective sentences. First, never let your reader lose sight of the central thought—the subject-verb or subject-verb-complement—upon which the sentence turns. In long sentences always put important thoughts at the beginning or, better, at the end. Second, keep in mind that complicated thoughts need to be expressed as simply as possible. The more difficult an idea happens to be the more obligated you are to present it clearly and directly. Third, always be prepared to use—for the sake of effective writing—the full range of sentence forms.

A repertoire of basic sentence forms can be quickly acquired if you go about the process methodically. You begin by learning to size up the thought itself: A truly solitary and independent thought may be expressed as a simple sentence; related thoughts of equivalent value may be expressed in- a compound sentence; a principal thought with some corollary or aside may be expressed in a complex sentence; and two or more related thoughts that are also subject to incidental comment may be expressed in some form of the compound-complex sentence. These are the sentence forms with which the writer works. Even the most basic decisions about sentence length, structure, and order are largely up to the writer. He will exercise this freedom of choice for the sake of variety and pattern, for the proper control of emphasis, and for reinforcing his meaning in still more subtle ways.

On the pages that follow are a number of basic sentences, ranging from the most succinct elliptical to the more elaborate compound-complex. Each is labeled, exemplified, and described. To understand what they do and how they do it, copy the model sentence word for word. Then, to make this sentence form part of your own writer’s stock, compose a sentence of similar length, structure, and order that is at-the same time entirely original. For instance, the elaborated complex sentence can take many forms. You can make the term part of your vocabulary by studying the sentence, copying out an example, and then by composing a similar sentence of your own.

I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that I had not lived.  Henry David Thoreau, Walden

I read the works of Marquis de Sade because I wished to know also the decadent, to find out about the sordid side of life, and see if I could not learn something of its artistic appeal, and not, after having read only what was sublime, discover that I knew nothing of the degraded. 

If you follow this process, you will add the elaborated complex sentence form to your repertoire.
1 The Simple Sentence 

“Centuries passed.” Gilbert Highet, Poets in a Landscape
“London frightened him.” H. M. Tomlinson, A Lost Wood
The simple sentence in its most austere and succinct form is surprisingly rare and almost always striking. This despite the fact that the subject and verb or, more often, the subject, verb and complement constitute the basic pattern in English. Still, because the minimal sentence is so striking, it is rarely written. When you wish to be forcefully clear and direct, however, you may choose to express yourself as Highet has done in “Centuries passed” (subject-verb) or Tomlinson in “London frightened him” (subject-verb-complement). Standing alone, the briefest simple sentence is emphatic; used together with longer sentences it is the basis for sharp contrasts.

Do not be misled by the artless appearance of the flat statement, for there is great power in it. Many writers are strangely diffident about using the simple sentence of two or three words and, through a habitual exuberance with words or through fear of making unqualified assertions, they seldom write such sentences—even when they should.

Copy the Highet and Tomlinson sentences; then compose similar simple sentences. Cast about for thoughts that lend themselves to the intense, almost overwhelming clarity of such two- or three-word sentences.

2 The Simple Sentence / Anticipation 

“After skirting the river for three or four miles, I found a rickety footbridge.” Vladimir Nabokov, Conclusive Evidence
“Even after dark the touch of the wind has the warmth of ﬂesh.” Lafcadio Hearn, A Midsummer Trip to the Tropics
“Compared with that of the Taoists and the far eastern Buddhists, the Christian attitude towards nature has been curiously insensitive and often downright domineering and violent.” Aldous Huxley, The Perennial Philosophy
Phrases that serve as the subject or complement are clearly part of the basic sentence, but phrases that modify the subject, verb, or complement are an elaboration upon the basic simple sentence. The part of speech a phrase modifies determines its location to some extent, and the length and complexity of the phrase has some bearing on how it is related to the rest of the sentence. Phrases coming at the beginning of a sentence often operate as mild anticipations, those in the middle of a sentence as interruptions, and those at the end as afterthoughts. The connection of a phrase to the basic sentence can be managed in various ways. Whether to use both a connecting word and punctuation, or whether to use punctuation alone, and if both specifically, which conjunction or punctuation mark is one of those very basic writer’s decisions.
The sentence by Vladimir Nabokov, consisting of a phrase introduced by the connecting word, “after,” and separated from the clause by a comma, illustrates one form of the simple sentence. Since the phrase, “After skirting the river for three or four miles,” precedes the clause, “I found a rickety footbridge,” it serves as an anticipation and dramatically delays the main thought. Had the phrase followed the clause, the sentence would have been just as clear, but the suspense would have been lost, along with the natural emphasis on the clause in its terminal position.
It would not have been incorrect for Lafcadio Hearn to have written “Even after dark, the touch of the wind has the warmth of flesh,” with the comma after “dark,” but it would not have been so effective. The brevity of the anticipation, the simplicity, and the informality of the entire sentence, and, most importantly, the close relation of the phrase and the clause, which together are part of the same impression, all justify his omission of the comma. (Did you also notice the metaphorical comparison in the sentence, “the touch of the wind has the warmth of flesh”? There is certainly more verbal excitement in such a line than in, say, “the wind felt warm,” which is not only pedestrian but is also stated in the passive voice.)

It is clear from the first word of the Aldous Huxley sentence that a comparison, actually a contrast, is in the offing. The reader is, thus, fully prepared for the matter-of-fact comparison of Taoist and Buddhist attitudes toward nature with those of the Christian. A connecting word is simply not needed here. Indeed, if you were to rewrite the sentence employing a conjunction, you would quickly realize that such an alternative would be wordy and repetitious: “Although the Taoists and Far Eastern Buddhists have been responsive and cooperative with Nature, the Christian attitude towards Nature has been curiously insensitive and often downright domineering and violent.” Such an imitation is inferior to the original. Incidentally, as you study the model sentence, notice the capitalization of “Nature,” the surprisingly colloquial expression, “downright,” and the compounding of modifiers toward the end of the sentence.
Copy the sentences by Nabokov, Hearn, and Huxley; then compose three similar sentences involving anticipation. Write at least one sentence in which the phrase is separated from the clause by a comma.

3 The Simple Sentence / Interruption 

“A barn, in day, is a small night.” John Updike, The Dogwood Tree: A Boyhood
“The thought of her was like champagne itself!” John Galsworthy, The Man of Property
“You, the listener, sit opposite me.” Ford Madox Ford, The Good Soldier
In each of these model sentences a phrase interrupts, either casually or dramatically, the flow of the main statement. The connection of these interruptive phrases to the basic sentence can be made in a variety of ways.

The John Updike sentence, with its brief phrase introduced by the connecting word, “in,” and enclosed in commas (partly for emphasis and partly because the phrase does interrupt the syntactic flow of the sentence), is one form of the interrupted simple sentence. The phrase, “in day,” by briefly stopping the movement of the sentence transforms a perfectly ordinary statement into something more impressive and significant.

In John Galsworthy’s sentence the phrase, “of her,” is so mildly interruptive, so much a part of the basic sentence, so essential to explaining what sort of thought, that it would have been a mistake to isolate the phrase by surrounding punctuation. The connecting word, “of,” suffices to identify the phrase.

The short appositive phrase in the sentence of Ford Madox Ford’s is separated by commas as it should be, for “the listener” in this imperative sentence makes forcefully clear who “you” is. Ford could have introduced the phrase with a connecting word and written “who are the listener,” but the connection is clear enough with punctuation alone.

Copy the sentences by Updike, Galsworthy, and Ford; then compose three similar sentences that contain interruptions—the first surrounding the phrase with punctuation and introducing it with a connecting word, the second relying on the connecting word alone, and the third on punctuation.
4 The Simple Sentence / Afterthought 

“How beautiful to die of a broken heart, on paper.”  Thomas Carlyle, Sartor Resartus
“There are our young barbarians all at play.”  Matthew Arnold, Essays in Criticism
“The steadiest winds are the trades, blowing diagonally toward the equator from the northeast to the southwest.”  Rachel Carson, The Sea Around Us
In each of the above simple sentences one or more phrases follow the central statement as an afterthought. Here, the term afterthought is used in its most literal sense. It describes any syntactically subordinate thought that comes after the main thought. The afterthought may be a dramatic and significant turn or a casual and superfluous elaboration. There are three basic ways to mark the connection between the clause and afterthought: with a comma and connecting word, with a connecting word alone, with punctuation alone.

The Thomas Carlyle sentence is not the simplest possible illustration of a phrasal afterthought since it contains a pair of final phrases, “of a broken heart” and “on paper.” If Carlyle had simply written, “How beautiful to die, on paper!”, the phrase still would have been introduced by both a connecting word and punctuation to emphasize the surprising turn the phrase effects in the sentence. Also, since “on paper,” which makes this an epigrammatic sentence, follows a much milder elaborating phrase that is not part of the afterthought, the comma is most essential.
In the Matthew Arnold sentence, “all at play” is such a natural extension and completion of the clause, “There are our young barbarians,” that it should not be separated from it by punctuation, “all” casually indicating the connection. 

Finally, the longer phrasal afterthought in Rachel Carson’s sentence actually consists of two phrases, “blowing diagonally toward the equator” and “from the northeast and southeast.” Clearly such an afterthought requires a comma, partly because of its length and complexity, but mainly because the writer desired to express what is essentially a single afterthought by using several phrases. Of course, this is not the simplest illustration of an afterthought with punctuation alone; for example, it is not so simple as “The steadiest winds are the trades, blowing diagonally toward the equator.”

Copy the sentences by Carlyle, Arnold, and Carson; then compose three similar sentences containing afterthoughts—the first introducing the phrase by punctuation and a connecting word, the second doing so with the connecting word alone, and the third with punctuation. Elaborate on the basic sentence pattern as Carlyle,

Carson, and Arnold have done.
5 The Elaborated Simple Sentence 

“The gulls went in slanting ﬂight up the wind toward the grey desolate east.”  Stephen Crane, The Open Boat
Once you begin modifying various parts of the simple sentence by adding phrases at the beginning, in the middle, or at the end of the sentence, you find that the basic pattern can be extensively elaborated without sacrificing its inherent lucidity. One of the most important achievements in modern literature has been the rediscovery of the simple declarative sentence. Hemingway and others of his generation demonstrated that the simple declarative sentence could be the basis of a distinctive style. Yet, when students first begin trying very hard to write well, they often forget this and abandon the simple sentence for tangled and overblown syntax. Remember, a primer style is less to be feared than a pretentious one, for clarity is the writer’s first objective. If you do not overuse or overelaborate the simple sentence, it can be the most useful and trustworthy pattern in your repertoire of basic sentences.

The basic statement in Crane’s sentence is contained in the subject and verb—the minimal parts of an English sentence. The verb, however, is neither explicit nor exciting. So Crane, by adding three modifying phrases (“in slanting flight,” “up the wind,” and “toward the grey desolate east”) went on to write a rather memorable elaborated simple sentence. Of course, Crane had another alternative: He could have used “slanted” as a verb and written, “The gulls slanted into the wind. . . .” Since the subject, verb, and complement of any basic sentence can be modified or compounded in not only different combinations but to different extents, the elaborated simple sentence is capable of almost infinite variation.

Copy the Crane sentence; then compose a similar elaborated sentence. Modify the verb as in the exemplary sentence. You might compose a second version of the same sentence in which you modify the subject or use a compound subject also or in which you modify the subject instead of the verb.

6 The Inverted Sentence 

“Immoral Ovid was, but he had high standards in art.” Gilbert Highet, Poets in a Landscape

The great majority of your sentences will follow the expected subject-verb complement order, regardless of what modification or other elaboration complicates the sentence pattern. This is almost always the case with declarative sentences; in interrogative sentences the subject is often preceded by the verb; while in imperative sentences the subject may be implied rather than stated. Sometimes, however, to shift the emphasis in a sentence, you will alter the normal order of the basic sentence elements. The result will be an inverted sentence. Since the reader is surprised to encounter a complement or predicate before the subject, the entire sentence in which an inversion occurs is always emphatic; the upstart element is especially emphatic. Any type of sentence, from simple to compound-complex, can be inverted to serve the writer’s purpose.

The first clause of Highet’s two-part compound sentence, “Immoral Ovid was,” is clearly inverted with the complement placed before the subject and verb. Had this been a simple sentence of only the three words, the inversion would have been justified as a means of achieving emphasis and variety. As one of two clauses in a compound sentence, the inversion is even more effective: The contrast of the clauses, which pivots on the punctuation and coordinator, is accentuated by the inversion of the first clause and the normal order of the second. The reader is momentarily slowed down by the opening words, but he flies through the remaining; the opening criticism of Ovid is quickly alleviated. The sentence is so constructed that the important matters, Ovid’s “immoral” nature and his “art,” are positioned at either end where they are certain to be noticed and associated. (Ordinarily the end position of a sentence is the most emphatic; the first position is only slightly less so. In an inverted sentence the first position is probably the stronger. Certainly the middle position in such a sentence is comparatively unemphatic.)
When the complement or verb is clearly the important element or when you simply wish to be emphatic, consider inverting your sentence. Remember, however, that it takes a good ear to distinguish between an inversion that is exactly right, perhaps even stunning, and one that is plainly awkward. Highet, for example, would not have inverted the final part of his sentence so that it read, “In art high standards he had.”
Copy Highet’s sentence; then compose a similar inverted sentence. Cast about for a subject that will give you such opportunity as the remark about Ovid’s immorality and his art. Emphasize the comparison or contrast of thoughts in a compound sentence with a skillful inversion in one of the clauses. Then try your hand at the art of inversion with a variety of other sentence patterns.

7 The Elliptical Sentence
“Six o'clock. A cold summer’s evening.” William Sansom, Eventide
Ordinarily all of your sentences will contain these three elements: a subject, verb, and complement. Occasionally you will prefer a grammatically abbreviated, fragmentary statement that is virtually complete, not because of what it contains, but because of what is said or suggested elsewhere. Sansom might have written “It was six o’clock on a cold summer’s evening.” Instead he chose to condense the longer, conventional sentence into two elliptical sentences—partly to economize on the use of accessory words and thereby to shorten and simplify what, in its context, would threaten to become an ineffectively complicated statement, but mainly to capture some of the snap and immediacy of speech patterns and thought processes.

You will, from time to time, find elliptical sentences convenient for dialogue, for descriptions, for introductions, for conclusions, for transitions, and even for emphasis. Still, the elliptical sentence is a rather special form, to be used infrequently and then for some clear purpose.

Copy the Sansom sentences, which together form the introductory paragraph to a short story; then compose similar elliptical sentences that quickly introduce and describe a setting, while presenting only the essence.

8 The Loose Sentence (cumulative or additive sentence)
“I remember one splendid morning, all blue and silver, in the summer holidays when I reluctantly tore myself away from the task of doing nothing in particular, and put on a hat of some sort and picked up a walking-stick, and put six very bright-colored chalks in my pocket.” G. K. Chesterton, A Piece of Chalk
Most of the sentences you write will probably be loose. Loose sentences are those in which you express the main thought at the outset and afterward add whatever details you wish. In the Chesterton sentence the subject and predicate, “I remember,” express the main thought. The object, to some degree, “one splendid morning,” and certainly all other phrases in the sentence are an expansion of that initial, grammatically complete statement. In the above example the loose structure of the sentence is appropriately reflective and casual. And the modifying and compounding of elements is a source of rhythm. This sentence, which is more extended than most, shows for how long a loose sentence may be sustained. Chesterton’s loose opening sentence is made effective by the clarity and excitement inherent in the specific, concrete language, by the alliteration, and by the over-all simplicity of both the statement and the grammatical structure.
Although you may wish to use a higher proportion of periodic to loose sentences as you become a more conscious stylist, remember that the loose pattern is more expected and natural. Partly because of this the loose sentence is apt to be diffuse, anticlimactic, and overworked. A succession of loose sentences is almost inevitably

monotonous. 

Copy Chesterton’s sentence; then compose a similar loose sentence, enlarging upon the initial, main thought by the addition of other details. Extend the sentence as long as you dare, sustaining interest as long as possible.

9 The Compound Sentence
“The great tragic artists of the world are four, and three of them are Greek.”  Edith Hamilton, The Greek Way
Made up of what are essentially simple sentences joined by conjunctions and punctuation or by only punctuation, the compound sentence coordinates grammatically independent but logically related thoughts. Poor writers often coordinate where they should subordinate, and they show a marked inclination for a prose style that abounds in simple-minded compound sentences—the idiom of excited children and gossipy women [sic]. Because of this many writers regard the compound sentence as a comparatively unsophisticated pattern. It is, on the contrary, the basis of such stylistic effects as balance, the series, and repetition. In the hands of an alert stylist, even a standard compound sentence can be most sophisticated, as when it sharply accentuates a comparison or contrast, when the clauses are of strikingly dissimilar length, when narrative events or descriptive details are presented in quick succession, or simply when the longer rhythms it creates are appropriate in the context.

Develop a large vocabulary of coordinators and use them with precision: In addition to and, or, but, and however, you also have for, nor, so, consequently, therefore, then, still, yet, otherwise. Do not write also when you mean yet or thus when you mean furthermore. Also develop a vocabulary of coordinating punctuation: Not only will semicolons and commas serve this purpose, but dashes and colons will also. (Remember, however, that some coordinating conjunctions—also, however, nevertheless, therefore, consequently, hence, furthermore, indeed, still, then—require a semicolon before and a comma after.) But most of all, be sure that the clauses joined by conjunctions are, indeed, of equal importance and clearly do belong in the same sentence.

The Edith Hamilton sentence coordinates independent clauses, pivoting them on the comma and the conjunction. In this case, however, coordination implies only that the thoughts are closely related, for they are most certainly not of equal importance. Since “three of them are Greek” is the main point, you may wonder why the author did not begin with a subordinator, like although, and phrase the statement as a complex sentence. She chose, for two reasons, to write a compound sentence: First, consisting of succinct and strongly-worded simple declarative sentences, the statement is extremely forceful as a compound sentence. Second, the more important final clause is, because of its position and brevity, and because the longer clause has been de-emphasized by the modifier, unmistakably emphasized.

Copy Edith Hamilton’s sentence; then compose a similar compound sentence, one in which the final clause is the more important.
10 The Compound Sentence (with coordinator only) 

“We would walk out with a bottle of pop apiece and sometimes the pop would backﬁre up our noses and hurt.”  E. B. White, Once More to the Lake
The compound sentence written with coordinators but without punctuation is so rare and risky that you should be wary of expressing yourself in such a sentence. Still, until you can at least appreciate the possibilities in such a form, you do not really know the compound sentence. Theoretically, none of the clauses in a compound sentence is emphasized, unless, of course, you have singled out one in some way. In practice, the final clause is emphasized slightly because of its position. To de-emphasize this and the separateness of the clauses, you may decide to drop the coordinating punctuation. Suppressing the comma before and is often justified, since and is a neutral coordinator; doing so before but and certainly before yet might be misleading, since these coordinators point up a meaningful distinction between the clauses.

Briefly, then, you may consider dropping the punctuation when you want to fuse the clauses of a compound sentence into a single, undifferentiated statement. E. B. White, by using the coordinator only in his compound sentence, has underlined the youth and informality of simple and hardly separate actions—“We would walk out with a bottle of pop ... the pop would backfire up our noses....” (Notice that White used and rather than a more precise connecting word, which would specify a time or cause-effect sequence.) Although you might have reservations about using a sentence of this kind in a more formal context, you will sometimes find a place for it; Edith Hamilton did in The Greek Way: “The Greeks were the first scientists and all science goes back to them.”

Copy the E. B. White sentence; then compose a similar sentence with a coordinator only.
11 The Compound Sentence (with punctuation only) 

“In the morning it was sunny, the lake was blue.”  D. H. Lawrence, Twilight in Italy
The clauses of a compound sentence are almost always separated by some form of punctuation, ordinarily a comma or semicolon; Other punctuation marks may be used, however, and each varies in strength. The comma separates and emphasizes slightly the final clause; a comma may be used when the clauses are short and similar in form. The dash points up a hesitation or delay between the clauses—a moment of suspense before a surprising turn in the final clause. The semicolon is the standard coordinating mark, and it tends to emphasize the entire sentence, especially any epigrammatic qualities it may possess. Semicolons, however, are both too heavy and too formal to be used very often. The colon, an even more formal and special mark, suggests that what follows is a

distinct addition to or explanation of what came before. A colon emphasizes the promise-fulfillment relation of the clauses.

When the relationship of clauses is so clear that no coordinator is necessary, rely on punctuation alone to make the link. By doing this you will, of course, accentuate somewhat the separateness of the clauses; but often this is precisely the effect you want, especially if the final clause represents a sharp contrast or dramatic turn. The second clause of D. H. Lawrence’s compound sentence is an inevitable consequence of the first; hence, it was not necessary to show the relation of the clauses with a coordinating conjunction. To be sure, the model sentence is exceptional; many would say it had a comma splice. But it does illustrate a case in which the writer was evidently aware of the alternatives, for he chose something out of the ordinary.

Copy the Lawrence sentence; then compose a similar compound sentence using punctuation but no coordinator. Consider the alternatives and use the most effective mark, which may not be the semicolon. To observe the different effect of each mark, you might try writing a compound sentence that could be more or less correctly punctuated in a variety of ways.
12 The Elaborated Compound Sentence 

“We were somewhere near Sorrento; behind us lay the long curve of faint-glimmering lights on the Naples shore; ahead was Capri.”  George Gissing, By the Ionian Sea
Without affecting its basic pattern, the compound sentence can be elaborated in various ways. The number of clauses can be increased from the usual two to three and even more. The elements within the clauses can be inverted or compounded and modified in different ways. The alternatives of correct punctuation, and effective coordinators are many. 

The Gissing sentence coordinates three clauses of quite different design: The first is simple; the long second clause is not only inverted but also contains several modifiers; and the third is as brief as possible and inverted as well. Clearly, the compound sentence is capable of variation limited only by the writer’s skill and imagination, the sentence pattern being fully as adaptable and sophisticated as any.

Copy the Gissing sentence; then compose a similarly elaborated compound sentence of three distinctly different clauses. Consider carefully what you are doing and why, for the effectively written elaborated compound sentence requires creative judgment.
13 The Periodic Sentence (subordinating sentence)
“Crossing a bare common, in snow puddles, at twilight, under a clouded sky, without having in my thoughts any occurrence of special good fortune, I have enjoyed a perfect exhilaration.” Ralph Waldo Emerson, Nature
As you gain skill in writing, an increased proportion of your sentences will be periodic, that is, sentences in which you delay completing the main thought until the end, or near the end. Delaying phrases and clauses postpone statement of the main thought, “I have enjoyed a perfect exhilaration,” until the end of Emerson’s sentence. Notice how the parallelism of the prepositional phrase “in snow puddles, at twilight, under a clouded sky” keeps the structure of the sentence simple and contributes to its suspense. There is a sense of development in the movement from the series of phrases to the final independent clause.

There are, of course, degrees of how effective a periodic sentence can be, depending on how late in the sentence the main thought is completed. Complex sentences are easily written as periodic; compound sentences cannot be periodic, but their separate clauses can be. Most loose sentences can be changed to periodic ones by adding or moving forward a modifier, by inverting the sentence, or by beginning the sentence with “It was.” You will shift from loose to periodic to give variety and add emphasis, to make the most important idea stand out more, and in a long sentence to sustain interest and suspense. You must, however, avoid using too many periodic sentences, especially in an informal context, for they will tend to reduce the ease and fluency of your style.

Copy Emerson’s sentence; then compose a similar periodic sentence. Force the reader to keep all the details in mind by using preliminary phrases to delay the main thought as Emerson has done. For additional practice, you may wish to take several loose sentences and experiment with various ways of changing them into periodic sentences.

14 The Complex Sentence / Anticipation (with subordinator and punctuation) 

“If there is magic on this planet, it is contained in water.”  Loren Eiseley, The Immense Journey
Thoughts of lesser importance are subordinated in the complex sentence, which consists of one independent and one or more dependent clauses. The most mature and educated styles naturally make use of many complex sentences, because the writer has made decisions that would otherwise fall to the reader—decisions that clearly distinguish the major idea from its minor details and that specifically describe their relationship. Clarity and effectiveness, the basic attributes of every stylistic statement, are largely a product of the writer’s successful control over emphasis and subordination.

Whenever you write a complex sentence, keep these two fundamental rules in mind: First, always phrase the main thought as an independent clause and subordinate details as dependent clauses. It is possible to write sentences in which the main idea is contained in the dependent clause rather than in the independent clause; for example, “He said that she was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen.” In such exceptional cases, however, the dependent clause comes at the end of the sentence where it is naturally somewhat emphasized. Also because of the length and content of the clause, it clearly expresses the important matter. Second, never obscure the main thought with unnecessary subordinate details or by a sequence of subordinate clauses, each one dependent upon the one before. 

You should develop a large vocabulary of subordinators, and always use them with precision. Some subordinators (who, whom, where, which, that, what) are so smooth you are hardly aware of the dependent clauses they introduce. Some more surely distinguish the dependent from the main clause. Although, as, as if, so, so that, because, before, after, if, since, that, until, till, unless, when, where are among these. Clearly, many, like if and although, have rather specific meanings; while others, like as, so, and while, have more than a single meaning, and if used carelessly may lead you to write an ambiguous sentence. Your choice of subordinator, therefore, should be neither automatic nor perfunctory. 

The Eiseley sentence, consisting of a dependent clause introduced by the subordinator, “If”, and separated from the independent clause by a comma, illustrates one form of the complex sentence. Since the dependent clause, “If there is magic on this planet,” precedes the independent clause, it is an anticipation. The term, “anticipation,” accurately describes what the dependent clause does in all sentences of this kind; it dramatically delays the main thought. Had the dependent clause followed the independent clause, the sentence would have been just as clear, but the suspense that comes with periodic sentences and the natural emphasis of the terminal position would have been lost.

Copy the Eiseley sentence; then compose a complex sentence that contains an anticipation. You may wish to review what was said earlier about the periodic sentence. Use a subordinator other than if, and be sure it points up the relationship between the clauses exactly.
15 The Complex Sentence / Anticipation (with subordinator only) 

“Whenever people are short on ideas they tend to use long words.” Clifton Fadiman, Plain Thoughts on Fancy Language
If the anticipation (dependent clause) is short and its relation to the independent clause is obvious, then consider omitting the usual comma. The momentum, of your sentences will be improved if you exploit the principle of open punctuation whenever ease of reading and understanding is not likely to be affected.

It would not have been incorrect for Clifton Fadiman to have retained the comma and written “Whenever people are short on ideas, they tend to use long words,” but it would not have been so effective. The brevity of the anticipation, the simplicity and informality of the entire sentence, and, most important, the close relation of the clauses, which are both part of the same impression, all justify his omission: Indeed, it would have been a stylistic lapse on Fadiman’s part to have retained the comma. Some student writers, trying very hard to be formal and correct, place a comma after the anticipation in every complex sentence—but, you see, this may not always be intelligent.
Copy the Fadiman sentence; then compose a similar complex sentence, omitting the punctuation following the anticipation.
16 The Complex Sentence / Interruption (with subordinator and punctuation) 

“Richard’s crown, which he wore to the last, was picked out of a bush and placed upon the victor’s head.”  Winston Churchill, The Birth of Britain
There is some advantage in placing a dependent clause within the sentence if it would weaken the initial effect as an anticipation or assume too much importance as an afterthought. By writing a complex sentence with an interruption, you can easily place one important element from the independent clause (for example, the subject) at the beginning and another (for example, the object) at the end, the most emphatic positions. If the dependent clause is clearly incidental, you should consider writing it as an interruption; but even if it is fairly important, you can point this up by proper punctuation. Of all the complex sentence patterns, this is perhaps the most subtle—the suspended thought and the periodicity conferred by interruption. The interruption is so adaptable, so varied in its possible contributions to a sentence that it is difficult to generalize about the construction. The writer has considerable freedom in the matter of his subordinator and punctuation and can bend the sentence to make it do his will.

The interruption in Churchill’s sentence, introduced by the subordinator which and enclosed by commas, is incidental; but the effect of the remainder of the statement is so much stronger because of that interposed remark. The important details in this sentence are “Richard’s crown’’ and "the victor’s head”; one comes at the very beginning and the other at the end where they will be most noticed and remembered by the reader. Notice, too, the balance of the verb-complement, verb-complement after the interruption, and how it is reinforced by the alliteration of “picked” and “placed.”

Copy the Churchill sentence; then compose a similar complex sentence with an interruption. Elaborate the final parts of the sentence as Churchill has done, and place the important details at the beginning and end.
17 The Complex Sentence / Interruption (with punctuation only) 

“This tree, I learned quite early, was exactly my age, was, in a sense, me.” John Updike, The Dogwood Tree: a Boyhood
If the relation of the dependent clause to the independent clause is unmistakably clear, you may drop the subordinator and use only punctuation. Before surrounding an internal clause in a complex sentence with punctuation, however, you must be certain that it is, in fact, an interruption. A restrictive clause is essential to the sense of the sentence and cannot be separated from what it modifies without changing the meaning; it is not really an interruption and should not be isolated by punctuation. A nonrestrictive clause, although it may add a great deal to the sentence, is nevertheless incidental; it is an interruption and should be punctuated as one. In the Updike sentence both of the interruptive elements are nonrestrictive and require punctuation. Although it is technically an independent clause, “I learned quite early,” is clearly subordinate to the main thought, “This tree was me,” and to the sentence in which it appears complex rather than compound. The other interruptive element, “in a sense,” is a prepositional phrase. What appears to be a third interruption is, because of the surrounding punctuation, a secondary verbal phrase. Together the interruptions delay the movement of the sentence considerably, and thereby emphasize the complement, “me.” Since heavy stress also falls on the subject, “this tree,” and verb “was,” the reader must keep in mind the periodicity of the sentence. Because of the short words and the rhythm, the brevity and simplicity of the statement, the sentence is complicated but not awkward. Even the most basic complex sentence with an interruption is a somewhat special pattern, not one to be written regularly.

The commas are, of course, right for the Updike sentence, but other marks can be used to punctuate an interruption. A true interruption must be surrounded by marks of some kind—commas, parentheses, dashes, semicolons, or colons—in a pair, except where the first comma or other mark of punctuation is replaced by a conjunction. As a rule, the longer and more interjectional the interruption, the stronger the punctuation. Commas mildly distinguish the interruption from the main clause; parentheses more decisively separate an interruption that is an aside or note; dashes strongly emphasize the interruption; semicolons and colons, rarely used to enclose interruptions, are most special and emphatic. At any rate, in punctuating an interruption you must decide, first, if the clause or other element is an interruption and if it should be punctuated, and, second, what punctuation should be used.

Copy the Updike sentence; then compose a similar complex sentence with interruptions. Indicate their relation to the main clause with punctuation rather than with a subordinator. Delay the movement of the sentence, as Updike does, with a variety of interruptive elements.

18 The Complex Sentence / Restrictive Interruption (with subordinator only) 

“All works of art which deserve their name have a happy end.”  Joseph Wood Krutch, The Modern Temper
The dependent clause in Krutch’s sentence is, in the strictest sense, not an interruption. Read the sentence without the restrictive clause, "which deserve their name,” and the meaning is utterly changed. Krutch would never have written “All works of art have a happy end,” for this is obvious nonsense. Still, even restrictive elements are interruptions in that they are something interposed between the subject, verb, and complement, and they separate these parts and delay completion of the sentence. Usually, such an interruption is identified by a subordinator, like the “which” in Krutch’s sentence. Of course, too many that’s, which’s, and who’s can ruin otherwise fluent prose by making it tedious and over formal. When the relationship is clear you might consider suppressing the subordinator, but this takes a good ear and acute judgment. Ordinarily, you are better off casting about for a subordinator that accurately points up the relationship between clauses.

Copy the Krutch sentence; then compose a similar complex sentence with an interruption. Delay the movement of the; sentence with a restrictive clause introduced by a subordinator but, of course, not separated from the dependent clause by punctuation.
19 The Complex Sentence / Afterthought (with subordinator and punctuation) 

“Amory had decided definitely on Princeton, even though he would be the only boy entering that year from St. Regis’.”  F. Scott Fitzgerald, This Side of Paradise
Because of its position in the sentence, the dependent clause is often more emphatic when written as an afterthought, especially when punctuated by something stronger than a comma. The Fitzgerald sentence, however, is an unexceptionally loose sentence. The main thought, “Amory had decided definitely on Princeton,” is expressed in the independent clause; the longer dependent clause, “even though he would be the only boy entering that year from St. Regis’,” marked by the comma and subordinator, is an afterthought that simply adds details and extends the sentence.

Copy the Fitzgerald sentence; then compose a similar complex sentence with an afterthought subordinate details to the final parts of the sentence as he has done. But first, review the discussion of the loose sentence.
20 The Complex Sentence / Afterthought (with subordinator only) 

“The trees stood massively in all their summer foliage spotted and grouped upon a meadow which sloped gently down from the big white house.”  Virginia Woolf, Miss Ormerod
If the afterthought is fairly short and not decidedly subordinate to the independent clause, then punctuation alone might effectively mark the dependent clause. Of course, if it were clearly restrictive, as in this sentence of G. K. Chesterton’s, “The artistic temperament is a disease that afflicts amateurs,” then you would not consider placing a comma before the afterthought; this would change the meaning. In the model sentence, the afterthought, “which sloped gently down from the big white house,” even though nonrestrictive, is unpunctuated and has only the subordinator. Virginia Woolf played down the separateness of the clauses as well as the subordinate relation of the afterthought, fusing them into a single unemphatic statement.

The independent clause in Virginia Woolf’s sentence is complicated by the presence of an adverb, “massively,” a minor interruptive modifier, “in all their summer foliage,” and past participles used as adjectives, “spotted” and “grouped.” The afterthought is made more specific and varied by adverbial and adjectival modification, “gently,” and “big white.” The sentence is, indeed, an example of a diffuse and extended style of writing, which in some contexts creates exactly the right effect; certainly, the easy sweep of the model is nevertheless unmarked by any punctuation.

Copy Virginia Woolf’s sentence; then compose a similar complex sentence with an afterthought that although clearly nonrestrictive, is nevertheless unmarked by any punctuation.
21 The Elaborated Complex Sentence
“Early in May, the oaks, hickories, maples, and other trees, just putting out amidst the pine woods around the pond, imparted a brightness like sunshine to the landscape, especially in cloudy days, as if the sun were breaking through mists and shining faintly on the hillsides here and there.”  Henry David Thoreau, Walden
Without changing its basic subordinate pattern, the complex sentence can be variously elaborated: The number of dependent clauses can be increased from one to two or more; these can be of many forms and take different positions in the sentence; punctuation marks and subordinators can relate the dependent clauses to the independent clause in several ways.

The Thoreau sentence is a fine example of the elaborated complex pattern, and it illustrates a surprising number of possibilities. “Early in May” is an anticipation; “the oaks, hickories, maples, and other trees” make the compound subject; “just putting out amidst the pine woods around the pond” is an interruption; “imparted... to the landscape” states the verb and its modifier; “a brightness like sunshine” is the object and its modifier; “especially in cloudy days” and “as if the sun were breaking through mists and shining faintly on the hillsides here and there” are afterthoughts. In spite of its syntactical complexity, the sentence is perfectly clear, partly because there is nothing abstract in the matter-of-fact observation and simple comparison nor in the vocabulary, and also because Thoreau in other ways (for example, by repetition—“sunshine,” “sun,” “shining”) sped the sentence on its way.

Copy the Thoreau sentence; then see if you can compose a similar elaborated complex sentence, with anticipation, interruption, and afterthoughts. The elaborated complex sentence and, indeed, the next several sentence forms are apt to be diffuse and obscure. Since they are an essential, if infrequently used, part of your basic sentence repertoire, you must learn to write syntactically complicated sentences that are at the same time clear and effective.
22 The Compound-Complex Sentence 

“Years ago the British used to run a ﬂying-boat service down through Africa, and although it was a slow and sometimes rather bumpy journey I can remember no ﬂight that was quite so pleasant.”  Alan Moorehead, No Room in the Ark
As the name implies, a compound-complex sentence is a combination of the two patterns; it coordinates and subordinates several thoughts in some intricate way. At the very least the compound-complex sentence consists of two independent clauses and a single dependent clause. Despite what you might suppose, the compound-complex sentence is often no longer than any of the simpler basic patterns. Logan Pearsall Smith writes, for instance, in All Trivia, “People say that life is the thing, but I prefer reading.” Generally, however, it is somewhat longer and provides a convenient source of variety.

Alan Moorehead’s compound-complex sentence is a classic example written in response to familiar circumstances. The closely related main thoughts, “Years ago the British used to run a flying-boat service down through Africa” and “I can remember no flight that was quite so pleasant,” are where they should be, at the beginning and end of the sentence. The dependent clause, “and although it was a slow and sometimes rather bumpy journey,” is all the more subordinate because it is sandwiched between the main thoughts. It is introduced but not concluded by a comma because it belongs with what follows, and it delays and reinforces the final and most important clause. Although this or, for that matter, any similar sentence could be written as two simpler sentences, by using the compound-complex pattern the writer can indicate more precisely the relationship among a number of details.

Copy the Moorehead sentence; then compose a similar compound-complex sentence.
23 The Elaborated Compound-Complex Sentence
“Late one September night, as I sat reading, the very father of all waves must have ﬂung himself down before the house, for the quiet of the night was suddenly overturned by a gigantic, tumbling crash and an earthquake rumbling; the beach trembling beneath the avalanche, the dune shook, and my house so shook in its dune that the ﬂame of a lamp quivered and pictures jarred on the wall.”  Henry Beston, The Outermost House
Consisting of multiple independent and dependent clauses, the elaborated compound-complex sentence represents the upper limit of the sentence spectrum. The Beston sentence is composed of a dependent clause, five independent clauses, and a final dependent clause, almost all in some way modified and all concentrated into one sentence to emphasize the suddenness of the great wave’s breaking and the instantaneous sequence of sound and shaking. Study also the alliteration and repetition, onomatopoeia and stunning diction—for example, “overturned” in that context—in Beston’s sentence. You will encounter such a sentence now and then in a narrative or descriptive passage where the substance is relatively concrete, but rarely in expository writing, where its length and intricacy is apt to hopelessly fog a more abstract statement.

The variety of basic patterns, from the simple sentence of two or three words to the elaborated compound-complex sentence of fifty or more, affirms the flexibility and sophistication of the English sentence. By making use of the full range of basic sentence patterns you have more control over variety emphasis, and design than you would have if you drew only from the middle of the spectrum. While most of the time you will rely on elaborated simple sentences, compound sentences, and complex sentences, to express yourself always with clarity and effectiveness you must have all the basic sentence patterns in your repertoire.

Now, copy the Beston sentence; then compose an elaborated compound-complex sentence, approximating the length and involvement of the model but not necessarily duplicating the pattern clause by clause. Be sure that the intricacies of coordination and subordination in your sentence are a natural consequence of what you wish to express.
