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A Close Reading of One Passage: How the Lamp Gets Lit

Suppose in front of me is a student’s prose passage: Night deepens; Tang Seng
sits by the campfire reading sutras; how devout he is; his spirit is worth learning
from. This has only a skeleton, no picture. Devout is a conclusion; if readers never
saw it, it does not count. The fix is to delete “how devout” and “worth learning

from” and push the camera in close.

The revised version: night sinks into the mountain forest; the fire has burned
low to a heap of red coals. Tang Seng spreads the scripture scroll on his knees, his
lips moving softly, placing one character after another into his heart. Wind flips a
corner of the scroll; he presses it down and goes on reciting. This paragraph
contains no direct emotion, yet devotion is already inside it—the red coals, the

scroll on his knees, the pressed—down corner say it all for him.

Now look at metaphor. A student writes: Tang Seng s heart is hot as fire, bright
as a lamp, warm as the sun. Three metaphors crammed into one sentence, and none of

them shines. Spend metaphors sparingly; one is enough, and it must land on a real
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object. Revised: the coals were nearly out; he fed a stick of firewood to them,
sparks jumped up, lighting half his face—the lamp never needs to be named; readers
will think of it themselves.

Next, how to write Wukong’ s watch without cloying. The common flaw is telling us
how brave and hard-working he is, the author shouting on his behalf. The concrete
method gives only action: he crouches on the clouds, his tail hanging motionless,
eyes fixed on the black mountains. At midnight bats swoop down; he flicks his tail,
the bats scatter, and his eyes never leave the hills. Hardship needs no

announcement—readers see that unblinking eye and know.

The passage about their backs is easiest to empty out. “Their backs faded away,
vanishing at the edge of the sky” is stock phrase. Replace it with specifics: four
shadows in single file, the white horse’s head bobbing, Bajie’s rake resting on his
shoulder and swaying, the thin shadow at the front being Wukong, who suddenly turns
and waves once—the column does not stop, it keeps walking. That single backward wave
says “no one gets left behind” more powerfully than “vanished at the edge of the
sky.”

Read the three passages together, and the lamp lights three times: the red coals
are the lamp, the unblinking eye is the lamp, the backward wave is the lamp too.

Emotion is not shouted; these things light themselves.
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