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Three Steps to Arrange Stream Sound, Tree Shadows, and

Cicadas Into One Afternoon

Descriptive prose and narrative essays differ in their skeleton: a narrative is
pushed forward by one event, while descriptive prose walks through a sequence of
images. To write of an afternoon when the stream babbles, you hold just three things
in your hands: the sound of water, tree shadows, and cicadas. Three steps arrange

them into one afternoon, and the essay exists.

Step one: set the order. Do not write whichever image comes to mind first; order
them by how they change across an afternoon. The stream sound is there from morning
to night, so it works as the ground floor; let it start sounding in the first
paragraph. Tree shadows move; the sun shifts a little and the shadows crawl an inch,
so they fit the middle, carrying the movement of light. Cicadas are the most

restless, loudest at the hottest hour, thinning once the sun slants west, so they
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give one last push before the close and then settle down with the light. The order is
fixed: water rises, shadows shift, cicadas fade. That order is the passage of time
itself; you never write three o clock or four o clock, and readers still feel time

moving.

Step two: give each image two senses. Write only what the eye sees and the image
goes flat. For the stream, hearing first, then touch: from far off it is one broad
sheet, like someone shaking out a white cloth; come closer and it resolves into
plink, plink, one note at a time; plunge your hand in, and cold climbs through your
fingers, the sound suddenly close, as if it had been pressed against your ear all
along. For tree shadows, sight and motion: light leaks through the leaves and breaks
into bright coins on the ground; a gust passes, the coins scatter and fall back,
denser than before. For cicadas, hearing and body feeling: their sound layers press
on one another, heavy on the eyelids; as the sun slants, the sound thins, and only
then do you notice your back is soaked with sweat. Two senses per image, six details,

and a six—hundred-word prose essay has all the material it needs.

Step three: control rhythm with the rise and fall of sound. Prose rhythm lives in
sentence length. Write the water in short sentences, plink, plink, one sentence per
note. Write the shadows in long sentences that trail along the ground like the
shadows themselves. Write the cicadas short, then long, then short: when they press,
crowd the sentences together; when they thin, stretch the sentences out. Read the
three paragraphs aloud: the water paragraph should read fast, the shadow paragraph

slow, the cicada paragraph urgent then easing. The rhythm now stands.

One last word on feeling. Descriptive prose never shouts how beautiful or how
peaceful; feeling hides in which image you choose and which state of it you write.
Write the cicadas thinning and the shadows lengthening, and the peace arrives by
itself. When you finish, check three things: are all three images moving; does any
paragraph hold nothing but adjectives; does the piece read smoothly aloud. Pass all

three and the essay works.
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