
Word by word 
 
This is what you, the lexicographer, must contend with as you go through your 
Style and Defining classes with Gil: the realization that most of these little bits of 
information that you’ve hoarded to fortify your defenses against linguistic and 
moral attack are rubbish. It is a betrayal—I wasted how many years of my life 
trying to master the difference between “between” and “among” when I could 
have been dating exciting people instead?—but one you must get over quickly. 
The lexicographer’s job is to tell the truth about how language is used and, in 
doing so, set down their own poniards. As you go through the written record, 
you’ll find that Shakespeare used double negatives and Jane Austen used 
“ain’t.” You’ll find that new and disputed coinages have come in and have not 
taken away from the language as it was used, but added to it; that words 
previously considered horrendous or ugly—words like “can’t”—are now 
unremarkable. In spite of all this apparent error, the lexicographer must 
conclude—indeed, must believe—that English is not only still alive but 
flourishing.  
 

Many of the rules that have been codified into “grammar” uphold an ideal, 
not a reality. The grammarians of the seventeenth century onward weren’t 
interested so much in preserving the language as it was used as in perpetuating 
a re-formed idea of what language should be. The first soldiers in the fight to 
preserve English radically changed English, not according to the best practices 
of the great writers of the language, but according to their own views of 
elegance and correctness. What they wanted to preserve and promote didn’t, 
for the most part, actually exist: it was a convenient fiction that was painted in 
moral terms, thereby ensuring its own propagation. Let me say that again: 
Standard English as it is presented by grammarians and pedants is a dialect that 
is based on a mostly fictional, static, and Platonic ideal of usage. Under this 
mentality, the idea that the best practices of English change with time is 
anathema. It doesn’t preserve English so much as pickle it. It’s a circle 
unbroken: in every age, some learned pedant discovers all over again that 

Become a Master Writer 1
   



English is a clunker, and they race to the rooftops to shout it to the unwashed, 
stupid masses and begin fomenting for a walkback. Even Samuel Johnson gets 
into the act:  

 
If the changes that we fear be thus irresistible, what remains but to 
acquiesce with silence, as in the other insurmountable distresses of 
humanity? It remains that we retard what we cannot repel, that we 
palliate what we cannot cure. Life may be lengthened by care, though 
death cannot be ultimately defeated: tongues, like governments, have a 
natural tendency to degeneration; we have long preserved our 
constitution, let us make some struggles for our language.  

 
We think of English as a fortress to be defended, but a better analogy is to 

think of English as a child. We love and nurture it into being, and once it gains 
gross motor skills, it starts going exactly where we don’t want it to go: it heads 
right for the goddamned electrical sockets. We dress it in fancy clothes and tell it 
to behave, and it comes home with its underwear on its head and wearing 
someone else’s socks. As English grows, it lives its own life, and this is right and 
healthy. Sometimes English does exactly what we think it should; sometimes it 
goes places we don’t like and thrives there in spite of all our worrying. We can 
tell it to clean itself up and act more like Latin; we can throw tantrums and start 
learning French instead. But we will never really be the boss of it. And that’s why 
it flourishes.  
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Opening Lines In Literature 
 

1. What could be worse than having to be seen resorting to your own life. - 
Gary Lutz, Stories in the Worst Way 

2. America, said Horace, the office temp, was a run-down and demented 
pimp. Our republic’s whoremaster days were through. Whither that 
frost-nerved, diamond-fanged hustler who’d stormed Normandy, 
dick-smacked the Soviets, turned out such firm emerging market flesh? 
Now our nation slumped in the corner of the pool hall, some gummy coot 
with a pint of mad dog and soggy yellow eyes, just another mark for the 
juvenile wolves. - Sam Lipsyte, The Ask 

3. We were fractious and overpaid. Our mornings lacked promise. At least 
those of us who smoked had something to look forward to at ten-fifteen. - 
Joshua Ferris, Then We Came To The End 

4. All happy families are alike but an unhappy family is unhappy after its own 
fashion. - Leo Tolstoy, Anna Karenina 

5. You are not the kind of guy who would be at a place like this at this time of 
the morning. - Jay McInerney, Bright Lights, Big City 

6. Discuss the regulars. They sit in a line like ugly, huddled birds, eyes wet 
with alcohol. - Patrick Dewitt, Ablutions 

7. We were somewhere around Barstow on the edge of the desert, when the 
drugs began to take hold. I remember saying something like “I feel a bit 
lightheaded; maybe you should drive….” And suddenly there was a 
terrible roar all around us and the sky was full of what looked like huge 
bats, all swooping and screeching and diving around the car, which was 
going about a hundred miles an hour with the top down to Las Vegas. And 
a voice was screaming: “Holy Jesus! What are these goddamn animals? - 
Hunter S. Thompson, Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas 

8. A screaming comes across the sky. - Thomas Pynchon, Gravity’s Rainbow 
9. The time has come. - Dr. Seuss, Marvin K. Mooney Will You Please Go Now! 
10.Don't look for dignity in public bathrooms. - Victor LaValle, Big Machine 
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