Vivid Style in Writing
Unnecessary adjectives and adverbs sap strength from good writing. They are also open to interpretation. Write a sentence like, "It was a beautiful, warm summer day," and your reader's perception may differ from your own. 

I often challenge my students to write a two- to three-page descriptive piece using no adjectives or adverbs. Try it. The exercise forces you to scrutinize your writing, eliminating some offending modifiers and replacing others with nouns and verbs, similes or metaphors. Your final piece will probably not be devoid of all adjectives and adverbs, but those that do remain will represent conscious choices, not lazy reflexes. 

Here are some pointers to help eradicate the A-words from your writing: 

* Raise your consciousness. After you've written a draft, use one highlighting pen to illuminate adjectives, another to highlight adverbs. Now read your work without them; you'll be surprised how colorful your writing is. 

* Uproot wasted words. The worst offenders are qualifiers that add nothing to your work: little (as in a little warm), pretty (pretty cold), rather, very, few, some, a lot and really. These are the words Strunk and White call "the leeches that infest the pond of prose, sucking the blood of words." Nearly as bad are A-words that are redundant: Attaching completely to devoid adds nothing. 

* Don't tell--with adjectives and adverbs -- when you also show. From a student paper: "The smell of the village was revolting. Hog farms in Iowa smelled better than this place." Eliminating the first sentence could have let the writer concentrate on the second, perhaps substituting a simile for better: "Hog farms in Iowa smelled like honeysuckle compared to this village." 

* Replace imprecise A-words with words that paint a precise picture. Recapture the actions and sounds that led you to choose the adjective or adverb you did; then let the reader experience those actions and sounds. Compare these accounts of the earthquake that shook San Francisco during the 1989 World Series, written by two sports reporters for the Detroit Free Press: 

The first sign of trouble was some slight shaking.

 ... just moments ago [Candlestick Park] was shaking as if the entire stadium were on a wagon being wheeled over cobblestone.

Not only is the second passage more vivid, but it also doesn't sound as if slight would be the best adjective to describe the sensation. 

* Don't hesitate to free your inner poet. When recalling a childhood fear of walking through woods, one of my students wrote: "The trees and the brush and the sounds and shadows made my imagination stampede. When the wind rustled through the trees, I heard the cries of ghosts doomed for eternity. The scamper of squirrels was the footsteps of someone running after me. Branches that brushed my sleeve were the hands of monsters, trying to grab me. I did not venture into those woods unless I had to, and then I did not go alone." Such description creates a reaction in the reader. 

* The same rules apply to people as to places and things. As John Barth writes in Lost in the Funhouse, "To say that Ambrose and Peter's mother was pretty is to accomplish nothing; the reader may acknowledge the proposition, but his imagination is not engaged." Rather than reaching for balding in his profile of a French chef for Smithsonian, Rudolph Chelminski made an extra effort: "Half his hair has deserted him." That description is more likely to catch the reader's attention, and by incorporating an action verb, it helps to keep the article moving. 

* Not every adjective or adverb is ready for pruning. Sometimes an A-word is the best tool for the job. "She sipped her coffee from a blue mug," is probably better than, "She sipped her coffee from a mug the color of a seal point Siamese cat's eyes." Not only is the replacement wordier, but it's also too obscure for many readers. So blue is fine--but only if it matters what color the mug is. 

If you follow these tips, your writing should create a vivid world for your readers to inhabit -- one with little clutter for you and your [readers] to cut through. 
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