
Wordy Phrasing 

Though written in 1895, Mark Twain’s essay “Fenimore Cooper’s Literary Offenses” provides some solid 

advice for writers working today. In analyzing what he found slovenly, insipid, and overwrought (among 

other offenses) about James Fenimore Cooper’s novel The Deerslayer, Twain discussed a concept that 

named last week’s lesson: “eschew surplusage”—or “don’t include nonessential words.” (A brief aside: 

the essay is entertaining and informative even if you haven’t read any Cooper, and you can find it here: 

http://twain.lib.virginia.edu/projects/rissetto/offense.html.) 

Wordiness like that which Twain describes is a common problem among authors of all skill levels, and it 

can be particularly difficult to identify and delete when we’ve got only our own eyes to look at a 

manuscript. It comes in several forms. Here are the most common: 

1. Redundant adjectives or adverbs (and less commonly verbs) when one or less commonly two 

would accomplish the same goal. 

2. Repeat information: giving the same details multiple times in slightly different permutations. 

3. Overinforming: telling the reader information they can easily glean from context or that they 

most likely already know because of common sense or general knowledge. 

Let’s go back to my surplusage-full introductory paragraph from last week’s lesson. Since toggling 

between lessons can be a pain, here it is in full: 

Welcome, students! In this course, we’ll begin to look at something that sneaks and creeps into writing 

and causes problems that you can easily and completely and utterly avoid to make your writing better. 

I’m talking about overwriting, which creeps into writing all the time when you least expect it. This is a 

problem I notice often among authors whom I edit, and I’ve seen it in dozens of books. It’s one of the 

reasons I became an editor. Because I like writers and helping them do their best work. In fact, authors 

are my favorite people, so I love teaching them. I decided to talk about overwriting during this class in 

order to help you during the course of your writing so you don’t do damage to your prose and bore the 

majority of your readers. 

Now let’s see what words we can cut. 

Welcome, students! This week we’ll begin to look at something that sneaks and creeps into writing and 

causes problems that you can easily and completely and utterly avoid to make your writing better. 

In writing, typically an author shouldn’t use two words when one will achieve the same result. So, in the 

second sentence here, I didn’t need to use both sneaks and creeps. The two have identical meanings, so 

either would be fine.  

Less obviously, perhaps, “we’ll begin to look” can just be “we’ll look.” Often, verbs don’t need to be 

prefaced with words like “begin to” or “start to.” I say “often” because this concept can be tricky. 

Though in this case I didn’t need to denote that we were beginning an action. If an action has a definite 

beginning, or the start of an action is important, you should include it. Let’s say for example that Mark 

Twain started work on his essay in 1894, a year previous to publication. “Mark Twain began writing 

‘Fenimore Cooper’s Literary Offenses’ in 1894” does not mean the same thing as ‘Mark Twain wrote 

‘Fenimore Cooper’s Literary Offenses’ in 1894.”  
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The second sentence adds on to this idea. “Easily” doesn’t mean the same thing as “completely” and 

“utterly,” but these last two words also have identical meanings—and you don’t need either of them. If 

you can “easily avoid” a problem, that means you have completely—or utterly, if you like—avoided it.  

As for “to make your writing better,” well! One would hope you were taking this class to do just that. 

Because the point of avoiding overwriting is obvious—to improve one’s writing—you needn’t mention 

it. 

In the paragraph’s last sentence, I did a slightly trickier form of overwriting: wordy phrases that don’t 

seem wordy at first glance. Like clichés, these often get past us because writers often repeat them, often 

because of the mistaken idea that wordy, bombastic phrasing makes one sound intelligent. I also think 

this problem gets instilled in us—at least in the States—because of the books we grow up studying in 

school. In my opinion, writers in the 1700s and 1800s were just not as concerned with wordy phrasing—

and Victorian-era romanticists like Cooper were among the worst offenders (seriously, read Twain’s 

essay and you’ll see some of the worst examples of this). Our emphasis in this century on “eschewing 

surplusage” is, Twain’s essay aside, a fairly modern concern. 

Now let’s look at that sentence.  

I decided to talk about overwriting during this class in order to help you during the course of your writing 

so you don’t do damage to your prose and bore the majority of your readers. 

If you’ve opened this document in a later version of Microsoft Word, it may have already pointed out 

one of the problems I’ve bolded. “In order to” can be “to” without losing meaning, and “do damage to” 

can just be “damage.” “During the course of your writing” can be “during” or, better, deleted entirely.  

“The majority of” can be “most” or even just “your readers,” as in this case the distinction between “all 

of your readers” and “most of your readers” isn’t really necessary to make.  

One trick I’ve found when editing my own writing is to look for the prepositions, and “to” and “of” in 

particular. It’s no accident that both these wordy phrases have “to” or “of” in them. If you notice too 

many prepositions in your writing, this may be a symptom of messy phrasing. 

After removing words that have the same meaning, excess words, and an obvious detail, then, our first 

sentence would read: 

Welcome, students! This week we’ll look at something that sneaks into writing and causes problems that 

you can easily avoid. 

And our second would be 

We will talk about overwriting to help you from damaging your prose and boring your readers. 

Now it’s your turn. Let’s find overwriting in these passages and nuke it from orbit! Some of these are 

trick questions, so think carefully as you rewrite. 

 

1. Patricia was beginning to churn the butter when Dale arrived with lunch. 

 

2. The crowd slowly began moving toward the exit after the show was ended for the day. 



 

3. “You need to take risks and chances and be daring and bold if you’re going to succeed in life,” 

Richard told me with a wink. I didn’t think he really meant it, but the warm smile on his face 

convinced me that he was serious and not joking around. 

 

“I just want you to improve your life,” he said. “You’ll never do better if you don’t.” 

 

4. He ducked down beneath the table, then peered up slowly so the robbers wouldn’t notice him. 

He quickly glanced to his left when he heard the door slam. 

 

5. “Watch where you’re going,” Philip snapped at Patricia as she bumped into him.  He gave her an 

angry, furious, thoroughly unhappy and mean glare as he gestured with his finger at the door. “If 

you can’t be more careful, you should sit outside until you’re sober.” With one more glare, he 

stalked away from her across the room. She could tell by the look on his face that he was angry 

at her. 

 

 

 


