The Written Voice: Make Your Writing Talk
That the silent page should seem to speak with the writer's voice is remarkable. With all gestures
gone, no eyes to twinkle, no notation at all for the rise and fall of utterance, and only a handful of
punctuation marks, the level line of type can yet convey the writer's voice, the tone of one's
personality.
To achieve this tone, to find your own voice and style, simply try to write in the language of
intelligent conversation, cleared of all the stumbles and weavings of talk. Indeed, our speech, like
thought, is amazingly circular. We can hardly think in a straight line if we try. We think by
questions and answers, repetitions and failures; and our speech, full of you know's and I mean's
follows the erratic ways of the mind, circling around and around as we stitch the simplest of
logical sequences. Your writing will carry the stitches, not the loopings and pauses and
rethreadings. It should be literate. It should be broad enough of vocabulary and rich enough of
sentence to show that you have read a book. It should not be altogether unworthy to place you in
the company of those who have written well in your native tongue. But it should nevertheless
retain the tone of intelligent and agreeable conversation. It should be alive with a human
personality--yours--which is probably the most persuasive rhetorical force on earth. Good writing
should have a voice, and the voice should be unmistakably your own.
Suppose your spoken voice sounded something like this (I reconstruct an actual response in one
of my classes):
Well, I don't know. I like Shakespeare really, I guess—I mean, well, like when Lear divides up
his kingdom like a fairy tale or something, I thought that was kind of silly, dividing his kingdom.
Anyone could see that was silly--if you wanted to keep your kingdom, why divide it? But then,
like, something begins to happen, like a real family, I mean. Cordelia really gets griped at her
older sisters, I mean, like all older sisters, if you've ever had any. There's a kind of sibling rivalry,
you know. Then she's kind of griped at her father, who she really loves, but she thinks, I mean,
like saying it right out spoils it. You can't really speak right out, I mean, about love, well, except
sometimes, I guess, without sounding corny.

Your written voice may then emerge with something of the same tone, but with everything
straightened out, filled in, polished up:
The play begins like a fairy tale. It even seems at first a little abstract and silly. A king has three
daughters. The two elder ones are bad; the youngest is good. The king wishes to keep his
kingdom in peace, and keep his title as king, by dividing his kingdom in a senseless and almost
empty ceremonial way. But very soon the play seems like real life. The family seems real,
complete with sibling rivalry. It is the king, not the play, who is foolish and senile. The older
daughters are hypocrites. Cordelia, the youngest, is irritated at them, and at her father's
foolishness. As a result, she remains silent, not only because she is irritated at the flattering words
of her sisters, but because anything she could say about her real love for her father would now
sound false.

You might wish to polish that some more. You might indeed have said it another way, one more
truly your own. The point, however, is to write in a tidy, economical way that wipes up the
lapses of talk and fills in the gaps of thought, and yet keeps the tone and movements of good
conversation, in your own voice.
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