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Preface

Reading well precedes writing well. Of all the ancestors claimed
by a fine piece of prose, the most important is the prose from which
the writer learned his craft. Writers learn craft, not by memorizing rules
about restrictive clauses, but by striving to equal a standard formed from
reading.

A composition course, then, must be two courses: one in reading,
another in writing. If students lack practice in writing, they are usually
unpracticed readers as well. Most students lack quality of reading as well
as quantity; and if we assert that good models help us, we admit that
bad models hurt us. People who read bad prose twelve hours a week—
newspapers, popular fiction, textbooks—are as illserved as people who
read nothing at all. Surely most textbooks, from freshman handbooks
through the text for Psych 101, encourage the illusion that words merely
stand in for ideas, or carry information on their backs —that words exist
for the convenience of thinking much as turnpikes exist for the sake
of automobiles.

This barbarism underlies the vogue of speed reading, which urges
us to scan lines for comprehension, ignoring syntax and metaphor, ig-
noring image and feeling and sound. If we are to grow and to learn—and
surely if we are to write well—we must learn to read slowly and in-
timately, and to read good writing. We must learn to read actively, even
aggressively, without the passivity derived from watching television. The
active reader questions as he reads, subjects each author’s ideas to skep-
tical scrutiny, and engages the writer in dialogue as part of the reading
process.

For language embodies the human psyche. Learning to read —that
privilege so recently extended to the ancestors of most of us—allows
us to enter human history. In books we perceive the gesture, the pulse,
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the heartbeat, the pallor, the eye movement, the pitch, and the tone of
people who lived before us, or who live now in other places, in other
skins, in other habits, customs, beliefs, and ideas.

Language embodies the human psyche, which includes ideas and
the feelings that properly accompany ideas. There is no sleight-of-mind
by which the idea may be separated from its body and remain alive. The
body of good writing is thythm and image, metaphor and syntax, order
of phrase and order of paragraph.

A NOTE TO LATER EDITIONS

Many teachers helped us prepare the second edition of A Writer’s
Reader—in letters, in conversations at colleges all over the country, in
responses to a Little, Brown survey of users. We thank more people than
we can list.

We have added considerable material, and we are pleased with the
result. We believe that we have made a representative sampling of good
prose. We like some pieces more than others, heaven knows, but we
believe that all of them provide something to learn from. We have in-
cluded a wide variety of American prose, not only contemporary but
historical, with high points of our history represented in their own style
and syntax. We hope that young Americans will attach themselves to
the body of their history by immersion in its significant utterances.

We have numbered paragraphs for ease of reference. Although A
Writer’s Reader is a collection of essays, we have again violated coherence
by including fiction, feeling that the contrast afforded by a few short
stories among the essays was useful and refreshing. For this edition, we
have gone further afield and included several poems, for the same reason.
Perhaps we should make an argument for including poems—but let us
just say that we enjoy them, and we hope you do too. To satisfy students’
curiosity, we have included headnotes to the poems; but we have stop-
ped short of suggesting questions after them, lest we seem to surround
a landscape garden with a hundred-foot-high concrete wall.

We have chosen to arrange our essays, stories, and poems
alphabetically by author. This arrangement makes for random juxtaposi-
tion, irrational sequence, and no sense at all —which is why we chose
it. We expect no one to teach these pieces in alphabetical order. (We ex-
pect teachers to find their own order—which they would do whatever
order we attempted to impose.) In our first edition we struggled to make
a stylistic organization, listing some essays as examples of “Sentences”
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others as examples of “Paragraphs” For the editors themselves, a year
after deciding on our organization, it was no longer clear why essay X
was to be studied for its sentences, essay Y for its paragraphs. With a
rhetorical organization, one runs into another sort of problem. Although
an essay may contain Division, or Process Analysis, or an example of
Example, the same essay is likely to use three or four other patterns as
well. No piece of real prose is ever so pure as our systems of classifica-
tion. Thematic organizations, which have their attractions, have similar
flaws; is E. B. White’s theme, in “Once More to the Lake, Mortality? Ag-
ing? Youth and Age? or, How I Spent My Summer Vacation?

Our arrangement is more arbitrary than an arrangement by style
or rhetoric or theme, and presents itself only to be ignored. At the same
time, there are dozens of ways in which these essays (and poems and
stories) can be used together. Our Instructor’s Manual suggests several
combinations. Our Rhetorical Index, printed as an appendix to the text
itself, lists single-paragraph examples of rhetorical patterns as well as
longer units. We hope that students will find the Rhetorical Index useful.
Freshmen who return to their rooms from class, set to write a paper us-
ing Comparison and Contrast, sometimes find themselves in need of
a concrete example of the assigned pattern to imitate.

Thus, we have tried to supply some useful maps to go with our
arbitrary arrangement. We have also added a Thematic Index. Follow-
ing suggestions from several teachers, we have chosen to represent a few
authors by small clusters of their work. We have expanded our represen-
tation of writing by scientists. In response to many suggestions, we have
looked for short, complete essays in exposition and argument on a vari-
ety of topics.

If we have omitted essays or authors you miss, please let us know.
If there are authors we overlook, whom you would recommend, we so-
licit your help. Although we intend to remain alert, to good prose and
to the needs of the classroom, we need help from the outside.
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