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SYNOPSIS/APPLICATION 
In a digital era, where attention spans continue to shorten, it’s critical to develop that habit of tight 
writing. Clark does an admirable job of relaying the importance and skill of writing short. 

 
 
QUOTES ABOUT THE NEED FOR BREVITY IN WRITING 
“The Hippocratic Oath, The Twenty-Third Psalm, The Lord’s Prayer, Shakespeare’s Sonnet 18, The 
Preamble to the Constitution, The Gettysburg Address, The last paragraph of Dr. King’s “I Have a 
Dream” speech.  
 
If you add up the words in these documents, the sum will be fewer than a thousand, 996 by my count. 
Show me any number of pictures as powerful as those seven documents.” 
 
 “While technologies, genres, and platforms evolve, the purposes of short writing remain intact: 
To enshrine: gravestones, monuments, tattoos 
To amuse: jokes, insults, one-liners, snarky comments  
To explain: museum texts, recipes, instructions  
To narrate: microfiction, live blogs, diaries  
To alert and inform: text messages, tweets, telegrams, status updates, news bulletins, signage  
To remember: notes, summaries, lists, ceremonial texts (such as wedding vows)  
To inspire: proverbs, quotations, prayers, aphorisms  
To sell: graffiti, adverts, résumés, bumper stickers, T-shirts, dating sites  
To converse: Q & A, social networks, feedback loops, blogs, speech balloons.” 
 
 “When it comes to the how of short writing, you will find three paths: learning short writing through 
reading; practicing the best short writing moves; and cutting longer texts down to size. If you want to 
write short, you must read short, and you must do it without bias.” 
 
“The British author David Lodge says it best: a novelist or any writer, ‘cannot afford to cut himself off 
from low, vulgar, debased language.’ Nothing expressed in language is irrelevant for the learning writer, 
not the chants of soccer hooligans or the list of ingredients on the box of cake mix.” 
 
“Why does the story matter? What's the point Why is the story being told? What does the story say about 
life, the world, the times we live in? What my story really about?” 
 



QUOTE ABOUT WRITING SHORT ONLINE ARTICLES 
“Add links as you must, but don’t clutter the text with so many opportunities to escape that the straight 
one-two-three meaning is lost."  
 
QUOTES ABOUT ETYMOLOGY 
“The name [blurb] comes to us from a fictitious character, Miss Belinda Blurb, whose exaggerated praise 
was used to sell books and magazines. Spy magazine made fun of the practice as ‘logrolling in our time.” 
 
The etymology of the word slogan, “a phrase expressing the aims or nature of an enterprise, organization, 
or candidate,” is revealing. Its etymon is Gaelic and translates to ‘battle cry,’ especially as employed by the 
berserkers in Scottish clans. The slogan, then, is not a rational conclusion of a subtle argument. The slogan 
is an in your face call to arms.   
 
QUOTES ABOUT EFFECIENCY OF LANGUAGE 
 “Reinhold Niebuhr wrote, ‘God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to 
change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.’ Niebuhr wrote another stanza, but few 
can remember it because theses first four lines say so much—in fact, they say it all, an illusion created by 
the magic of three . . . if two examples divide the world, then the addition of a third element encompasses 
the world, creates at least the appearance of the whole, an effect made manifest in common discourse: 
beginning, middle, end.” 
 
“The hard stock of English words comes from our Anglo-Saxon heritage. In addition to function words 
such as prepositions and conjunctions, the Old English word hoard contained many stark words of one 
syllable, including the notorious four-letter variety . . . That hard language was softened in 1066 after the 
invasion of England by William the Conqueror. The Norman (think French) invasion of England brought 
with him a language that sounded more sophisticated and urbane. Words derived from Latin an Greek, 
with migration routes through Italy and France, were suited to the workings of government and higher 
levels of abstraction.” 
 
“‘Omit needless words!’, cries [EB White] on page 17, and into that imperative Will Strunk really put his 
heart and soul. In the days when I was sitting in his class, he omitted so many needless words, and 
omitted them so forcibly and with such eagerness and obvious relish, that he often seemed in the position 
of having shortchanged himself, a man left with nothing more to say yet with time to fill, a radio prophet 
who had outdistanced the clock. Will Strunk got out of this predicament by a simple trick: he uttered 
every sentence three times. When he delivered his oration on brevity to the class, he leaned forward over 
his desk, grasped his coat lapels in his hands, and, in a husky, conspiratorial voice, said, ‘Rule Thirteen. 
Omit needless words! Omit needless words! Omit needless words!’” 
 
QUOTES ABOUT THE GETTYSBURG ADDRESS 
“Hostile editorialists criticized Lincoln’s address as short, shallow, and unworthy of the civic liturgy. But 
for most who heard or read it, the speech became famous because of its brevity. Let’s do the math. Everett 
[President of Harvard who preceded Lincoln] spoke for two hours; Lincoln for two minutes. The now-
forgotten oration was sixty times longer than the Gettysburg Address.” 
 
“In his book Lincoln at Gettysburg, historian Garry Willis asserts that the famous speech helped create a 
new form of political discourse, ‘a revolution in style.’ Sonorous and bombastic language gave way to the 
plain and simple—with this caveat.” 
“It would be wrong to think that Lincoln moved toward the plain style of the Gettysburg just by writing 
shorter, simpler sentences. Actually, that Address ends with a very long sentence—eighty-two words, 
almost a third of the whole talk’s length.” 
 
 



OTHER ITEMS OF INTEREST 
WHY DOES A STORY LACK FOCUS? The topic is too wide. The author takes a detour. The writer lacks a 
sense of audience. Clutter hides a clear focus” 
 
THREE KEY ELEMENTS OF GREAT SHORT WRITING: focus, wit, polish  
 
“I’ve long taught that three was the magic number in writing, the digit that symbolized wholeness, 
fullness, the total package. But in an accelerating world, it appears that the power of two is catching up.” 
 
 
 


