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I  Getting Started

Chapter One Understanding English Writing

Guide Words

Do you still remember the first time you held a chalk in hand and
drew some uneven lines on the wall? Can you recall the first time you
were told to write down your own name on the cover of the new text-
book? Do you remember the first excitement when you wrote a let-
ter, with pictures and icons standing the wards beyond your capabili-
ty, to a far-away friend and got her response? Most of you might
laugh at these immature drawing and scribbling; however, it was the
beginning act of writing from which all subsequent writing skills
grew.

Acturally we have accumulated much writing experience in both
Chinese and English. Then why do we still have the need to improve
our writing? In this chapter, you will understand English writing by
its nature and learn various effective ways of honing your English

writing skills.

Part [ What to Write

Warm-up Reading

Pre-reading Questions

1. Do you have a habit of marking up a book while reading it? If
so, what can you benefit from doing it? If not, why haven’t you done
s07?

2. Describe to each other how you usually do reading, either in

English or Chinese.
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How to Mark a Book
by Mortimer J. Adler, Ph, D.

(1D)You know you have to read “between the lines” to get the
most out of anything. I want to persuade you to do something equally
important in the course of your reading. | want to persuade you to
write between the lines. Unless you c;lo, you are not likely to do the
most efficient kind of reading.

(2)1 contend, quite bluntly, that marking up a book is not an
act of mutilation but of love. You shouldn’t mark up a book which
isn’t yours.

(3)Librarians (or your friends) who lend you books expect you
to keep them clean, and you should. If you decide that I am right a-
bout the usefulness of marking books, you will have to buy
them. Most of the world’s great books are available today, in reprint
editions.

(4) There are two ways in which one can own a book. The first is
the property right you establish by paying for it, just as you pay for
clothes and furniture. But this act of purchase is only the prelude to
possession. Full ownership comes only when you have made it a part
of yourself, and the best way to make yourself a part of it is by writ-
ing in it. An illustration may make the point clear. You buy a beef-
steak and transfer it from the butcher’s icebox to your own. But you
do not own the beefsteak in the most important sense until you con-
sume it and get it into your bloodstream. I am arguing that books,
too, must be absorbed in your blood stream to do you any good.

(5)Confusion about what it means to “own” a book leads péople
to a false reverence for paper, binding, and type—a respect for the
physical thing—the craft of the printer rather than the genius of the
author. They forget that it is possible for a man to acquire the idea,
to possess the beauty, which a great book contains, without staking
his claim by pasting his bookplate inside the cover. Having a fine li-
brary doesn’t prove that its owner has a mind enriched by books; it
proves nothing more than that he, his father, or his wife, was rich
enough to buy them.

(6) There are three kinds of book owners. The first has all the

I,



I Getting Started

standard sets and best sellers—unread, untouched. (This deluded in-
dividual owns wood pulp and ink, not books. ) The second has a
great many books—a few of them read through, most of them dipped
into, but all of them as clean and shiny as the day they were bought.
(This person would probably like to make books his own, but is re-
strained by a false respect for their physical appearance. ) The third
has a few books or many—every one of them dog-eared and dilapidat-
ed, shaken and loosened by continual use, marked and scribbled in
from front to back. (This man owns books. )

(7)1s it false respect, you may ask, to preserve intact and un-
biemished a beautifully printed book, an elegantly bound edition? Of
course not. I'd no more scribble all over a first edition of “Paradise
Lost” than I'd give my baby a set of crayons and an original Rem-
brandt. I wouldn’t mark up a painting or a statue. Its soul, so to
speak, is inseparable from its body. And the beauty of a rare edition
or of a richly manufactured volume is like that of a painting or a stat-
ue.

(8)But the soul of a book “can” be separated from its body. A
book is more like the score of a piece of music than it is like a paint-
ing. No great musician confuses a symphony with the printed sheets
of music. Arturo Toscanini reveres Brahms, but Toscanini’s score of
the G minor Symphony is so thoroughly marked up that no one but
the maestro himself can read it. The reason why a great conductor
makes notations on his musical scores —marks them up again and a-
gain each time he returns to study them — is the reason why you
should mark your books. If your respect for magnificent binding or
typography gets in the way, buy yourself a cheap edition and pay
your respects to the author.

(9) Why is marking up a book indispensable to reading? First, it
keeps you awake. (And I don’t mean merely conscious; I mean
awake. ) In the second place, reading, if it is active, is thinking, and
thinking tends to express itself in words, spoken or written. The
marked book is usually the thought-through book. Finally, writing
helps you remember the thoughts you had, or the thoughts the au-

thor expressed. Let me develop these three points.

(10) If reading is to accomplish anything more than passing
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time, it must be active. You can’t let your eyes glide across the lines
of a book and come up with an understanding of what you have
read. Now an ordinary piece of light fiction, like, say, “Gone With
the Wind,” doesn’t require the most active kind of reading. The
books you read for pleasure can be read in a state of relaxation, and
nothing is lost. But a great book, rich in ideas and beauty, a book
that raises and tries to answer great fundamental questions, demands
the most active reading of which you are capable. You don’t absorb
the ideas of John Dewey the way you absorb the crooning of
Mor. Vallee. You have to reach for them. That you cannot do while
you're asleep dc/eu(e»t "

(11 If, when yow flmshed readmg a b‘i‘}k’ the pages are
filled with your notes, you/lczgw that you read actively. The most fa-
mous “active” reader of great books I know is President Hutchins, of
the University of Chicago. He also has the hardest schedule of busi-
ness activities of any man I know. He invariably reads with a pencil,
and sometimes, when he picks up a book and pencil in the evening,
he finds himself, instead of making intelligent notes, drawing what
he calls “caviar factories” on the margins. When that happens, he
puts the book down. He knows he’s too tired to read, and he's just
wasting time.

(12) But, you may ask, why is writing necessary? Well, the
physical act of writing, with your own hand, brings words and sen-
{tences more sharply before your mind and preserves them better in
your memory. To set down your reaction to important words and sen-
tences you have read, and the questions they have raised in your
mind, is to preserve those reactions and sharpen those questions.

(13)Even if you wrote on a scratch pad, and threw the paper a-
way when you had finished writing, your grasp of the book would be
surer. But you don’t have to throw the paper away. The margins (top
as bottom, and well as side), the end-papers, the very space be-
tween the lines, are all available. They aren’t sacred. And, best of
all, your marks and notes become an integral part of the book and
stay there forever. You can pick up the book the following week or

year, and there are all your points of agreement, disagreement,

doubt, and inquiry. It's like resuming an interrupted conversation
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