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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
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restless, loudest at the hottest hour, thinning once the sun slants west, so they
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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A Six-Hundred-Word Prose Sample: The Babbling Afternoon,
Taken Apart Paragraph by Paragraph

Below is a sample prose essay on the babbling afternoon, with the three images
arranged as water rising, shadows shifting, cicadas fading. Each paragraph is

followed by a note saying what it does.

Paragraph one: The stream in the afternoon is not noisy; it simply never stops.
Water rolls over a stone, plink, rolls over another, plink again. The stones are
raised round by the water, round with no edge to catch the hand. Light falls into the
stream and shatters into a handful; scoop it up, it leaks through the fingers, and
the light returns to the stones, quiet, as if nothing happened. (Note: this paragraph
lays the ground. The water sound runs in short sentences, one note per sentence; the
round stones and the light that shatters and restores both write stillness, and
stillness here is not the absence of sound but sound repeating enough to reassure.

Not one feeling—word appears in the paragraph.)

Paragraph two: The shadows on the bank are moving. The crooked willow drapes its
shadow across the water; the sun shifts an inch and the shadow retreats an inch, like
a tide going out. Light leaks through the leaf gaps, and the ground fills with bright
coins; a gust comes, the coins all run, you chase and step on one, and under your

foot is a small square of cool. Willow leaves are fine, and their sound in the wind
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is fine too, a hush that cannot cover the water, only trimming its edge. (Note: this
paragraph writes motion. The shadow itself does not move; the sun and the wind move
it, and retreats an inch, all run, trimming are three verbs holding the paragraph up.
Stepping on a coin and finding cool joins sight to touch, and the person enters the

scene without any narrative of my day.)

Paragraph three: The cicadas are calling. First one, its cry long and straight, a
wire pulled to its top. Then the whole tree joins, sound layer pressing layer,
thickening the air. The stream sinks to the very bottom, and cold rises through the
seams between stones. When the sun drops behind the hill, the cicadas thin suddenly,
thin enough to hear the water counting the days, one note at a time. The shadow
floods the whole stream surface; I stand up, and my shadow reaches the bank before I
do. (Note: this paragraph pushes then gathers. The cicadas grow from one to a whole
tree, the sentences from long to crowded, the rhythm pushed up; the sun sets, the
sound thins, the sentences stretch, and the water floats back up to finish. My shadow
reaching the bank first is the only human gesture in the paragraph, and the feeling

shows without being shouted.)

Check your own draft against it: does each of your three paragraphs hold one main
image and one way of moving; does every paragraph join at least two senses somewhere;
does the ending carry one small gesture like the shadow landing first instead of a

shout of feeling. If all three are there, the imitation has become yours.
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Four Common Mistakes in Descriptive Prose: Diary Voice,

Adjective Piles, Shouted Emotion, Static Imagery

When middle school students write descriptive prose, four mistakes show up most
often, and nearly everyone runs into at least two of them. Take the assignment Summer

by the Stream as the sample, and check each mistake against it, with its fix.

Mistake one: prose written like a diary. In the morning we set out, on the way I
spotted the stream, at noon we ate by the water, in the afternoon we went home. The
whole piece is time words plus travel verbs, and the scenery merely got a glance in
passing. The trouble with such a draft is not weak writing but a missing skeleton:
cut any paragraph and what remains is still the itinerary. Fix: delete every time
word and travel verb and see what is left. A paragraph that holds nothing gets
deleted outright. Rewrite the opening so the water starts sounding first, without

waiting for the person to arrive.

Mistake two: an adjective pile. The beautiful stream sings a heartwarming song,
and the lovely green trees cast dappled shadows. Three adjectives in a row, yet the
reader hears nothing, sees nothing, feels no cool. Fix: trade each adjective for a
state or an image. What does beautiful look like? Light falls into the water and
shatters into a handful. What does heartwarming sound like? Plink, plink, one note

after another, never stopping. With the adjectives gone, the writing grows thicker.

Mistake three: shouted emotion. Ah, how beautiful the stream is, how peaceful the
afternoon. The emotion is shouted, and the reader feels nothing. In prose, emotion is
a result, not a slogan. Fix: cut the shouting sentence and replace it with a change
in the images. Write that the cicadas cry suddenly thins, that the shadow floods the
whole surface of the stream, and peacefulness appears on its own without being

shouted. A quick test: circle every exclamation mark; if you circle more than three,
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the emotion in this essay is still running on shouting.

Mistake four: images that never move. The water sound, the tree shadow, the
cicada song each get one sentence, then sit still for the rest of the essay. The
images have become props, not scenery. Fix: give every image a verb. The water sound
goes from far to near, the shadow retreats an inch, the cicada cry grows from one
voice to a whole tree. Once the images move, time is moving, and the prose has its

own current.

Fix the four mistakes in order: first cut the itinerary, then replace the
adjectives, then cut the shouted emotion, and at last add the verbs. After these four
steps a prose essay at least stands up; then work on rhythm, reading each paragraph
aloud, the water paragraph fast, the shadow paragraph slow, the cicada paragraph
urgent first and unhurried after. When the checking is done, read the whole piece
once more: if all three images are moving and no paragraph is left holding only

adjectives, this Summer by the Stream has passed.
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