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Three Ways Informal Essays Capsize: Running Accounts,
Pasted—On Thoughts, Posed Materials

An informal essay looks free, but it capsizes most easily, because it has no plot
to fall back on; once it goes flat, readers see it at a glance. Take those afternoons
by the stream as the sample: three most common capsizes, each with its test and its

fix.

Capsize one: it turns into a running account. In the morning we set out, arrived
at the stream, caught shrimp, took a nap, ate watermelon, went home. Every material
got used, yet it reads like a duty roster. The test is simple: circle the time words
and travel words in every sentence; if you circle more than you leave, it is an
account. Fix: cut words like arrived, went to, finished eating, and start right at
the hand sliding under the stone. Write the itch of a whisker in the palm for shrimp,
the wobbling light spot on the arm for the nap, one concrete sensation per material,

and the account is gone.

Capsize two: the thought is pasted on. Narrate the shrimp, then add this event
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taught me that persistence wins; narrate the nap, then add how wonderful nature is.
The thought does not match the event, a plaster stuck on the face, and readers know
it is forced. The test: pull the thought out alone and read it; if the sentence would
fit any other event, it was pasted on. Fix: go back to the small event just narrated
and pick its sharpest point. An entire afternoon caught only three shrimp; the sharp
point is not persistence but that even wasted time felt good, so the thought becomes:
catching shrimp was for the held breath in the instant the hand went down. A thought

belonging only to this event can stand.

Capsize three: the materials pose. One paragraph shrimp, one paragraph nap, one
paragraph going home, each to itself, no breathing between them, three poses struck
for the teacher. The test: delete the middle paragraph, do the first and last join?
If they do, the paragraphs never touched. Fix: let the materials pass a mood along.
In the shrimp paragraph the body is taut, in the nap it lets go, at going home it is
reluctant; arrange the three along one mood-line, and posing becomes spending. Once
the mood—-line is set, the order of the materials can no longer change; even if one
material is easier to write, it must obey the mood, because the essay follows one

afternoon, not three assignments.

Revise in order: first cut the time and travel words, then replace the thoughts,
at last arrange the mood-line. When done, read the whole piece aloud; if it sounds
like telling someone about this afternoon, not like handing in homework, the essay

has made it.
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