
Overwriting vs. Style: An In-depth Look 

When I was new to editing, I often faced a conundrum when I came up against a passage that felt 

overwritten: should I comment on it, or was this an issue of a writer’s individual style that should be left 

alone? 

After over a decade, I’m better at discerning the two, but I still question my judgment on the issue more 

often than you may think. Style and voice, after all, are unique, and sometimes they play with or break 

rules of what professionals consider “good writing”—particularly when a writer isn’t writing in a style 

the industry favors.  

Publishing in the West today is, in my opinion, tilted far toward the school of “less is more.” That is, in 

most genres and many readers, editors, publishers, and authors define “good writing” as prose that gets 

straight to the point, doesn’t play around with words, prioritizes the plot’s pace over a story’s other 

components, and doesn’t draw attention to itself. Thus, authors who may like slower pacing or who 

have a more verbose style can be accused of overwriting just because they’re doing something 

unfamiliar to whomever is doing the accusing. 

So if you favor “wordier” and more lyrical prose, or a slower plot, how do you know when you’re 

overwriting or when you’re just being yourself? Since writing, like any form of communication, is 

subjective, I’m afraid I don’t have an easy, foolproof answer to this question. 

I do, however, have some general guidelines. If the previous paragraph describes you, ask yourself the 

following questions when revising:  

Am I playing with words or reveling in language for a reason, or am I writing words for words’ sake? 

Getting swept up in our writing—in clever turns of phrase, poetic narration, or lavish descriptions—is 

easy. I daresay it happens to all of us at some point. However, as beautiful as words can sound, they 

should not be reveled in for their own sake (sorry, Oscar Wilde!).  

Though their similarities may not be apparent at first, storytelling has much in common with journalism, 

broadcast news, academia, and all other communications fields. Even if you are writing a romance set 

on Mars in 2177 where all your characters are aliens, that has nothing whatsoever in common with our 

world in the twenty-first century, you are still trying to communicate with your readers. And when we 

are attempting to communicate with one another, we must choose all our words to achieve that goal. 

To put it another way, if your lyrical style is getting in the way of communicating  your point, you are 

overwriting. This does not at all mean that you must abandon your love of words for spare prose, 

however! It merely means that you must employ lyrical writing to communicate your ideas and cut 

those parts of it that do not. 

Am I falling into purple—or lilac—prose?  

Sometimes the descriptions that sound best to us because we find them clever examples of our writing 

are actually our purpliest and floweriest. Try to look at that long simile or that involved description of 

your heroine’s outfit and ask yourself what purpose it serves. Does it move the story along or tell us 

something about the characters, or does it just sound good? 

Am I remembering my market? 



I want to be clear here. One shouldn’t write a story with the sole purpose of pleasing “the market’s” 

trends and specifications. Markets change and so do readers’ tastes, and by the time your story is ready 

to self-publish, or sold to a publisher, those tastes may be entirely different, or readers may have moved 

on to the next “hot” type of story. You should always write the kind of story you are interested in telling, 

not the type that you think will “sell” (unless, of course, the story you want to write is one that happens 

to be highly marketable).  

However, keeping your market in mind while you write at the very least is a good thing to do. For 

example, ask yourself: What prose style(s) do romance readers seem to prefer? If mine falls outside 

that, how can I encourage them to try something new? Do I want to encourage them to, or am I fine 

with seeking out a specific type of romance reader instead? Where do I find readers who prefer a more 

lyrical, “wordy” style? Are my plot and characters enough of a draw that my style won’t matter to those 

who wouldn’t like it as much as other styles? Could an editor or reader see what I’m doing as 

overwriting and either reject or put down my book as a result? 

I can’t answer these questions about your work without seeing it. Only you can, albeit perhaps with the 

help of beta readers and/or an editor you hire to edit before you submit or publish. 

Could I say what I want in a simpler way? Should I? 

As much as I do love lyrical prose, I agree that sometimes the simplest way to express a thought is the 

best way. Though not all readers have editorial instincts, they tend to notice when something is overly 

wordy or when the author could have expressed it in simpler terms and may even “edit” the sentence in 

their head. This means that they’ve been thrown out of your story. 

Ultimately, whether you “simplify” your language or not is your choice. I would, however, ask yourself if 

you’re phrasing things in a more complicated way for a definite purpose. If the answer is no, or if you 

aren’t sure, you may want to consider putting what you want to say in more direct, plain terms. 


